


—THE AMOEBA— 


HE STARTED out as a Single cell of evil. A little module, 
spawned from something larger than himself; that was all 
he knew. He was a tiny drop, less than a drop, a drop of a 
drop, of that immense being. 


Actually, he knew a little more than that. He knew one 
other thing: he had been made in his creator’s image, and 
to pay homage he had to go out and make himself into the 
image of his creator. 


First, though, he had to evolve some. Amoebas couldn’t 
really do much in the creation department. 


He didn’t know where he picked up the name Amoeba. 
Somewhere back in his personal primordial soup, he 
supposed. It stuck, though. So did “he,” back in his 
aboriginal days. 


In a place called Ireland during his early formative 
period, they called him a “wee evil beastie.” He still called 
himself Amoeba. 


Time didn’t mean a whole lot to Amoeba, but he had 
the sense of it passing. Could have been eons, could have 
been hours. Meh. Whatever. He marked the passage of time 
by his travels. Far and wide, all over the world, finding 
other organisms to meld with. Mate with, if necessary, but 
he tried to avoid that. It was occasionally unavoidable. 
While he got something out of it—DNA swaps or sometimes 
he cannibalized whole parts—he tended to leave little 


pieces of himself behind when he did that mating thing. His 
children, he supposed. 


Not the offspring he wanted to make, those early 
accidents. So he kept traveling, picking up pieces here and 
there, adding to his knowledge, fitting it together, 
occasionally achieving some kind of synergistic melding, 
bumping him up the evolutionary ladder. 


As he evolved, his needs evolved. His image solidified 
and became more complicated and beautiful. At first, it had 
just been the need to make evil, back when he was a wee 
amoeba, but he hadn’t had the ability to do much more 
than share it around. Now he wished to evolve into the 
perfect organism and then clone himself. Make millions of 
himself to inhabit his dark world and control it. For his 
creator, of course. 


(Cue heavenly choir.) 


By the time he’d made it to someplace called the 
Arabic Peninsula, he was much more evolved, more 
powerful, nearly fully formed, possibly. They called him 
“Djinn.” He liked that name. He kept it. 


On this Arabic Peninsula, Djinn learned to fully 
appreciate the visual. There he first saw the human form. 
Women were mostly covered, but men were everywhere. 
That’s where he first learned to appreciate their bodies. He 
thought he might want one of his own. 


That was also where he first realized that, as a male, 
he would probably like to see a female body. Really like it. 
He just needed to see one. Until then it was all theoretical, 
wasn’t it? After his mission was accomplished, and he’d 
served his creator appropriately he would see to it. Unless 
he got lucky first. So to speak. 


Djinn hitched a ride out of that part of the world when 
surely he’d gotten everything it had to give him. He flew 
somewhere; he didn’t know where, just somewhere else, 


with a very wealthy businessman from Dubai. The 
businessman had a private orbit vehicle and private 
attendants who did very private things with him. 


It was something of an eye-opener for Djinn. Strangely, 
he wasn’t as interested in the naked women as he’d 
predicted. That penis between the man’s legs... when it got 
hard and wept like that... it made Djinn shudder so hard 
the whole craft shook. 


(Causing a momentary break in the action. He was 
very, very careful not to shudder again.) 


He might like to have one of those penises for himself 
too. It came with the body, of course. Nothing to worry 
about. Plenty of time for that. Before Djinn had boarded the 
businessman’s orbit module, he’d come to realize his 
ultimate goal was to perfect the human being, in worship of 
his creator. 


(Heavenly chorus, blah-blah-blah.) 


When they landed, Djinn slipped away from the 
businessman and (unfortunately) his penis and started 
checking out this new land. The systems seemed familiar, 
somehow, so much like his early days. Djinn got excited and 
raced around looking at things, causing a fair amount of 
excitement and alarm. But, of course, he got away before 
anyone caught him. Passed himself off as another 
passenger in the traffic. It was easy; he’d done it forever. 


He was more excited than he’d ever been. 


Djinn was home, in the land of his creation, about to 
fulfill his destiny. He resolved to find the few last necessary 
pieces to complete his evolution, and then to begin his 
ultimate act of worship: replicating himself endlessly for his 
creator. 


(By this time—duh—he’d programmed the chorus to 
play automatically. Such a timesaver.) 


Things didn’t go as well as he’d hoped. One awful day, 
Djinn realized he was missing one final piece, the thing that 
would allow him to reach his goal of becoming the ultimate 
evil and controlling the world and beyond. 


He needed hands. 

(A penis wouldn’t go to waste if he had one, either.) 
All for his creator, of course. 
(Aaaahhh-meeeeeeeeeeeeeceeeeen.) 
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“THAT'S my favorite way to wake up. Even if it is too early.” 
Matt snuggled farther onto James’s chest, still sticky and 
breathing hard, the memory of James’s cock sliding against 
him thudding in his balls. His lips tingled from James’s skin 
and his kisses. 


“Snot too early, babe. We have that meeting today.” 
James’s voice was rumbly; it hadn’t reached his normal 
everyday pitch. The rumbly voice was just for Matt. He 
preferred to think no one else James had ever been with 
had heard it. “I can feel you pouting,” James said, amused. 


“Tm not pouting. I’m just... thinking about things we 
can do instead of going to that meeting.” Matt wiggled 
experimentally against James, but his poor, fatigued cock 
couldn’t do much more than flop on James’s thigh. James 
laughed at him. 


They fell into silence, their breathing evening out while 
James ran a hand up and down Matt’s back under the 
blankets. “I need you to get through this, Matty.” James’s 
voice startled him. 


Then Matt could feel that ache that lodged in James’s 
chest under his ear. The ache that was so omnipresent he 
forgot about it most of the time, unless James reminded 
him. “I know.” He swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. I forgot.” He 
was a sucky boyfriend, forgetting that James could read 


people’s feelings and intent. Sometimes—mostly with Matt 
—he even read snippets of thought. 


“It’s okay, Matty. You’re still getting used to this.” 
James meant Matt’s new ability to read what he felt. A new 
development that had started when they made it out of Red 
Idaho and back home to Blue Oregon. A development no 
one could explain, since Matt hadn’t been “modified” the 
way James had. 


Matt could read James’s feelings. It was... very, very 
intimate. 


“I love you,” he whispered against James’s skin, but it 
didn’t matter if James heard him or not because he would 
feel him. 


WHEN Matt and James walked into the new offices of the 
Queer Extraction Services Association, where the meeting 
was being held, Lance, Anais, and Laslo were waiting for 
them. 


“Hey, Gramma.” Matt smiled at Anais. He was feeling 
the love right now. James had made sure of that when he 
woke Matt up. 


“How many times have I told you not to call me 
‘gramma’ at work?” Anais snapped. The love was not 
feeling her, looked like. “I’m your boss, and a partner in 
this company.” Well, technically she was also Gramma 
Anais, since she’d carried two of Grampa Lance and 
Grampa Sid’s three kids, but no one called her that at work, 
not if she had anything to say about it. 


She generally had lots to say about it. 


Matt thought briefly about offering to call her “Great 
Aunt Anais,” since she happened to be Grampa Sid’s twin 
sister (on top of everything else). James poked him 


unobtrusively, reminding Matt he wasn’t an idiot, so he 
smiled weakly and looked over at Lance, who was grinning 
broadly at her. Well, at least Matt had cheered someone up. 
“You can call me Grampa,” he offered magnanimously, as if 
Matt didn’t know. 


“Hey, Grampa,” Matt muttered. He could feel James’s 
amusement at the whole damn family. They’re your bosses 
too, he thought at him. Some of that must have made it 
through to James, because his amusement died down. 


Laslo, Matt’s cousin and the SOUF—Special 
Operations Unified Force—Special Liaison to QESA (say 
that three times fast), watched from his seat, in full smirk. 
Matt had a feeling he’d been sitting in this tense silence for 
a few minutes, just waiting for new victims to share his 
pain. James raised an eyebrow slightly at Matt when he 
glanced over, then tilted his head, indicating they should 
find seats near Laslo, not Anais and Lance. 


This was supposed to be the final debriefing before 
their big meeting tomorrow, but Matt got the distinct 
feeling something else was going on. He’d expected a 
briefing with Lance droning on about “... we’ll catch the 
Weimer to White Sands low-Earth orbiter at 0815, take a 
Feng Niao bird from White Sands to Camp Pendleton and 
then meet by noon in the lockup to prep for the meet with 
the prisoner....” 


Matt hadn’t expected tense silence. Or for the meeting 
not to start once Matt and James sat down to wait with 
everyone. But waiting for what? 


Lance cleared his throat before Matt could ask. 
“James, we got Matt into the meeting with you. Don’t ask 
me how, ask Anais.” The flood of relief from James tore 
Matt’s attention away from Lance and focused it on his 
boyfriend. He already knew it was important to James to 
have him at that meeting tomorrow, but these reminders he 


got—feeling James’s intense relief or love or whatever—still 
startled him. A good kind of startle, but being tuned in to 
someone else’s emotions like that could make the activity in 
a room disappear when they got intense. 


Which was pretty much what happened. Matt almost 
missed the comment about them waiting for Major General 
Selkirk and his aide before the meeting could start. 


Fortunately, he didn’t miss standing up with everyone 
else when Major General Miles Selkirk walked through the 
door, followed by his aide-de-camp. Matt might be a civilian 
now, but he couldn’t not stand when a two-star general 
walked into the room. It was in his DNA or something. 


“At ease,” General Selkirk said immediately. He smiled 
briefly at Anais. “Colonel.” 


“Major General.” She nodded sharply. It looked 
completely wrong for her to do so. General Selkirk was one 
of Anais’s closest friends. It was hard to imagine the man 
Matt had seen staggering around with an antique 
lampshade on his head having an official capacity, but 
clearly he had some talent in the area. Not that SOUF 
handed out major generalships to idiots. 


“Major General,” Lance greeted Selkirk. 
“Lieutenant Colonel.” 


“Major General.” Laslo got in there when the opening 
presented itself. 

“Major Gao-Longue.” Selkirk nodded to him now. He 
turned to James. “Lieutenant Ayala.” 

“Major General,” James returned. It was getting a bit 
repetitive in here. A lot of “majors.” General Selkirk turned 
to Matt. “Matt,” he said, cracking a smile. 

Matt did like the guy. He’d been around since before 
Matt was born. He smiled back. “Sir.” The aide with 


General Selkirk sucked in an involuntary breath. “Major 
General,” Matt corrected, not quite hiding the smirk. 


General Selkirk smirked back. “Okay, let’s get this 
show on the road. First, this is my aide, Captain Ramon 
Torres, who you will all soon know pretty damn well.” 
Captain Ramon Torres—a totally hot Latino guy—appeared 
to be nowhere near the queer spectrum. He looked at Laslo 
in confusion when Laslo tried his patented flirty smile with 
him. 

General Selkirk turned to Torres. “In case I forgot to 
tell you, everyone here is related with the exception of you 
and me.” Torres nodded crisply, like a good little aide. His 
eyes didn’t even flicker toward Laslo—who was rather 
obviously part Asian—and then to the rest of them—who 
rather obviously weren’t part Asian—like people’s eyes 
usually did. 


General Selkirk continued. “This is Major Laslo Gao- 
Longue, the only active duty trooper in the room. Then we 
have Colonel Anais Viteaux, retired, Lieutenant Colonel....” 
Matt tuned into James again, just to check, while General 
Selkirk did the introductions. He couldn’t do that thing 
James could, where he could monitor emotions and pay 
attention to the conversation. How he did it with a room 
full of people was baffling; Matt couldn’t keep up with just 
him. 

James seemed okay, so Matt tuned back in in time to 
hear, “—and this is our honorary wounded warrior, Matt 
Viteaux Tennimore.” 


Fuck, he hated that. Matt felt James’s pinky rub 
against him, trying to comfort him. When they sat down— 
after Selkirk’s signal, in unison, rustling clothes and gliding 
chairs and all—James took his hand under the table. 


How stupid, Matt getting worked up over an injury 
that had happened years ago, when his boyfriend had a 


mutant biocybe implant in his brain? James squeezed his 
hand, and Matt squeezed back. He tuned back in to the 
meeting. Again. 

At Major General Selkirk’s signal, Captain Torres 
started the digital record upload of the meeting. “I know no 
one expected me today, but I commed Anais and Lance 
early to warn them I’d be dropping in, since I have some 
news. It’s going to affect all of you, ultimately. I’m here in 
regard to the Psi-force troops given the illegal biocybe 
brain implants three years ago.” 


Everyone automatically looked at James, since he was 
one of six people who actually had one of those implants. 
James looked at the table and then over at Matt. Everyone 
realized they were looking at James and looked away. 


General Selkirk cleared his throat. “I’m going to start 
with a quick and dirty review. For the record.” He poked at 
his tablet while he spoke. 


The general brought up the table screen for everyone 
as Torres gave the “excuse me, sir, you forgot something” 
cough. Did they teach people that in aide-de-camp school? 
General Selkirk looked at him, part questioning and part 
annoyed. Then his shoulders fell. 


“Well, I’m not reading that damn thing again, Torres. 
You read it.” He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms 
over his chest, looking just a bit sulky. This was more the 
General Selkirk Matt knew. 


“Sir.” Torres nodded sharply, tapped on his tablet a 
couple of times, and then began to read. “By order of 
Lieutenant General William Bry, Vice Chief Commandant of 
Special Operations Unified Force, Noncombat, the 
Addendum to this Memorandum immediately replaces 
Chapter Three of Spoken Communications Protocol and 
Accepted Acronyms, publication 47-203. 


“New protocols have been developed and are to be 
immediately implemented in accordance with Special 
Operations Unified Force Public Relations Division Study 
247-78364 regarding PlainSpeak. PubRelate (formerly PR 
Division) Study 247-78364 conclusively showed that the 
voting public has a distaste for the exc—” 


“Oh, for hell’s sake, they aren’t letting us use 
acronyms anymore,” General Selkirk spat out, sitting 
forward once more. 


Stunned silence. “What?” Anais asked faintly. 


“T never thought those PlainSpeak bastards would take 
things this far!” Lance pounded the table with a fist. 


General Selkirk snorted derisively and rolled his eyes. 
“Oh that’s nothing, wait until you hear about Attachment 
Two.” 


“What?” Anais was still goggle-eyed and pale. 


Clearly, the older generation was attached to their 
military acronyms. 


“But does it affect them, sir?” Laslo asked, trying to be 
the voice of reason. Something he often tried with the 
family and often failed at. “They’re private military 
contractors.” 


Torres gave that cough again. At Selkirk’s scowling 
nod, he read, “Attachment One of this Memorandum—” 


“Get to the important part,” Selkirk barked. 


“Sir. ‘—heretofore to be implemented immediately by 
all military personnel and private military contractors.’” 


Things got worse before they got better. Attachment 
Two was an app they all had to download to their com units 
immediately, which would remind them when they slipped 
and used an unsanctioned acronym. By the time Captain 
Torres handed Anais back her com, she had her head in her 


hands, gripping her hair. “I just never thought....” She 
shook her head. “Never thought SOUF would sink this far 
without me.” 


“SpecForce,” her com chimed cheerily. 


Anais stared at the thing on the table in front of her, 
unadulterated hatred in her eyes. Then she smashed it to 
shit with her bare fist and threw it against a far wall. 


More stunned silence. Laslo choked down laughter to 
ask, “Does this app have a stealth mode?” 


Again with the stunned silence. Had to be a family 
record. 


“You know,” Selkirk said, a bright smile breaking out. 
“T’m not so sure about that. Torres, find out.” 


“Sir.” 
Anais stood up and pointed a trembling finger at the 


poor mangled com unit lying at the base of the wall across 
from her. “That is my stealth mode.” Then she stalked out. 


IT TOOK a while to return to General Selkirk’s rundown and 
his reason for being there. First Anais had to be lured back, 
which required getting Laslo to stop laughing. Then when 
she had returned, they realized Lance had snuck off to the 
house to talk to his husband Sid. Everyone knew Lance told 
Sid all kinds of top-secret shit. General Selkirk rolled his 
eyes at Anais, while she frowned. Not that she had ever 
stopped. 


But finally Lance showed up and General Selkirk was 
stating the least everyone needed to know. “SpecForce 
Research and Development engineered a biocybe brain 
implant for use in troops. The troops were intended to be 


able to read emotions once they had a functioning implant. 
McNeel Blau, a researcher on the R&D tea—” 


“Research and Development,” his com unit piped. 


General Selkirk’s nostrils flared. He cleared his throat, 
adjusted his collar, and continued. “Blau misrepresented 
the implant program to the Pentagon, circumvented a 
system that Tech”—the general glared at his com unit 
—“told us was uncircumventable, and even had a forged 
approval from the International Bio-compatible Circuitry 
Commission. The Pentagon okayed the program, resulting 
in six Psi-force troopers receiving the implant. As you all 
know, we discovered the deception when James was 
captured in the Fall of Boulder by the Red Idaho Authority 
and taken to a POW—” General Selkirk abruptly stopped 
speaking, his jaw tensing. 

His com unit stayed silent. Everyone breathed a silent 
sigh of relief. “POW must be okay.” Selkirk smiled slightly. 
“James was taken to POW camp, found to be carrying the 
gay gene, transferred to an RIA re-ed—” 


“Red Idaho,” piped the unit. 

“How in the hell do I turn this goddamned thing off?” 
roared Selkirk. 

“Sorry, sir. You can’t. I checked yesterday after you 
destroyed your second com unit, sir.” 

Selkirk cracked a small smile. “Took that little fucker 
out with a nine-iron, didn’t I?” he muttered. 

“Yes, sir. Very good shot, sir.” Clearly, they thoroughly 
covered the care and feeding of irate generals in aide-de- 
camp school. 

“Thank you, Captain Torres.” Matt could see the self- 


control settle back on Selkirk’s shoulders. Oh, Torres was 
good. “As I was saying, James was moved to a Red Idaho re- 


education camp, where something happened, and his 
implant became enhanced. Is that right, Lieutenant?” 


“Hole in one, sir,” James said, deadpan. 


“After he was found out and captured, McNeel Blau 
claimed he’d been acting under orders when he deceived 
the Pentagon and had the implants placed in the Psi-force 
troops. He would not say whose orders, however. Not until 
he had an immunity deal.” 


“Well, he’s got it,” Lance grumped. “Which is the 
whole point of this damn meeting tomorrow.” 

“Yes, he’s going to give up his co-conspirator. We’ll 
also get to see what’s in his official confession, whatever 
that’s worth. But, we might have something better than an 
immunity deal,” the general said, smiling again. 


“What have we got, Miles? Give us some good news,” 
Anais growled, glaring at her crushed com unit. No one had 
dared to hand her a new one, not even Torres. Maybe 
handling bitchy retired colonels wasn’t covered in aide-de- 
camp school. 


“What we’ve got is the order to create a task force to 
apprehend not only McNeel Blau’s conspirator or 
conspirators—once he gives the info up—but to locate all 
the implantees. The president and the Joint Chiefs have 
seen the wisdom of rounding them up.” Matt nearly sighed 
in relief. There were still four unknown implantees out 
there—plus a fifth they did know about and hadn’t done shit 
to bring in—and it had finally occurred to someone at a 
higher pay-grade than his that maybe someone should find 
them. He could feel the intense relief from James next to 
him, but didn’t let it pull him out of the meeting this time. 


Instead he asked what everyone else was too 
disciplined to. “So President Schmittel stopped resisting 
finding the other implantees?” He tried to keep the disgust 
out of his voice. 


Selkirk gave Matt a mildly sympathetic look but said, 
“Keep in mind President Schmittel holds an elected office. 
It could be potentially damaging if it got out that six 
SpecForce troops were illegally given a dangerous biocybe 
brain implant with the consent of the Pentagon.” 


“But he’s definitely known about the enhancement 
since I was discovered to have one, right?” James’s jaw 
tightened, a muscle ticking away. Matt slid his hand 
covertly up James’s back and started massaging his neck. 
The muscle stopped ticking, although James was still 
grinding his teeth. “Didn’t it occur to him then that the 
other troops could be enhanced at any time?” 


Selkirk shrugged, somehow giving the gesture gravity. 
“He’s a politician, Lieutenant. After my meeting with him 
last night, I believe he did what he thought best at the time. 
I can’t tell you why he thought that, though.” 


Matt watched James’s jaw relax more. General Selkirk 
gave James complete honesty. It would be stupid not to, of 
course. 


“You met with President Schmittel last night?” Lance 
asked, shooting Anais a glare. She smiled at him serenely. 


“No, General Rami met with President Schmittel. I 
went along as a glorified aide. He signed an executive 
order yesterday for the task force, partly at the 
recommendations of his security advisors and the Joint 
Chiefs. I’ve been appointed as the commander in chief. 
Everyone involved reports directly to me, or Colonel 
Viteaux, who I’m appointing as my second. Lieutenant 
Colonel Kell-Viteaux is third in command. Captain Torres 
will aid you and make sure all parties are kept in the loop. 
He has the necessary security clearances, and I trust him 
absolutely. He’s essentially the aide for this task force.” 


“This task force is so important the North America 
Special Operations Corps Commander in Chief has been 


appointed to run it, and they let you put a retired colonel 
and lieutenant colonel as your second and third?” Laslo 
didn’t sound surprised so much as he wanted to make 
things clear. 


Selkirk’s smiled dryly. “This is a public-private task 
force. Anais and Lance are the principals of the private 
military contractor that makes up the ‘private’. No bidding 
out the contract, time is of the essence. More importantly, 
QESA has something the field operations team needs. We 
need Lieutenant Ayala—” He paused to nod at James. “—for 
his expertise. The make-up of this task force is up to my 
discretion, but I’ll be closely scrutinized by General Rami. 
The only people who know about this are the president, a 
couple of his advisors, the Joint Chiefs, and the people in 
this room.” 


Everyone at the table looked equally surprised. Laslo 
Clarified further. “You report directly to the Chief 
Commandant of Sss—SpecForce?” 


Selkirk nodded. “The name of this task force is to be 
Task Force Iota.” The general paused a moment to let 
everyone wince. “I think, and my opinion could be changed 
if anyone has any other input, that the first thing that needs 
to happen is for you, Major, to assemble a field team, which 
you will lead. The first strike team formed has to be all 
PMC. We—” 


“Contract.” Did they have to make the voice on that 
com app so annoyingly childlike? If they’d done it as a way 
to keep people from smashing it to bits, it was an epic fail. 


General Selkirk shut his eyes and pinched the bridge 
of his nose. “Jesus H....,” he muttered. 


“Contract?” Lance bitched. “That’s what these...these 
PubRelate people came up with for ‘Private Military 
Contractor’? That’s insulting.” 


Laslo shrugged. “Better than what they came up with 
for themselves.” 


Anais barked a laugh. 


General Selkirk sighed and straightened up again. 
“Unfortunately, I have some bad news. Task Force Iota—” 
General Selkirk paused to mumble out the side of his 
mouth to Torres. “Think I can get away with just calling it 
Iota?” 


“I’m sure the com app won’t object, sir, 
murmured. 


yw 


Torres 


“The exact mission of Iota—” A slight pause to let the 
com object. “—is moot. This morning, President Schmittel 
suspended the order to create it.” 


“But why?” Matt asked. He could feel James’s pain and 
anger like a black wave. James didn’t do vocal outbursts, so 
Matt did it for him. “Those implants could be enhanced by 
anything! Anais still doesn’t know what caused James’s to 
mutate. Pearl Hessia didn’t know, and she was on the 
original design team.” Matt exerted all his will power to not 
stand up and speak with his arms. 


General Selkirk rubbed his temple. “They don’t see the 
imminent danger, Matt.” He looked at James as he said it. 
“The official reason is that ‘caution’ is warranted, since the 
situation is so top secret, and James’s is the first ‘incident’ 
in the last three years. Something is going to have to 
happen to make the president reenact that order.” 


Matt’s legs tensed, ready to rocket him out of his seat 
when Anais’s voice stopped him. “I’ve asked the North 
American Catholic Church to recall Pearl Hessia and 
Carmela. The nuns are on their way out of Red Idaho now. 
Once Pearl gets a look at the inside of James’s implant, we 
might have what we need.” 


“How are you going to look inside it?” Matt asked, 
doubly alarmed now. 


“3-D image modeling, Matt. Nothing invasive.” 


“But what if something happens? Not even the original 
designers could predict James’s development, and Pearl 
said it could get worse.” 


James cleared his throat. “Grow.” His voice pulled Matt 
right back into his seat. Fuck being in front of a two-star 
general; James needed him. Matt tried to reach for him 
somehow, but James’s thigh was hard as a rock, and he 
didn’t respond when Matt gripped his hand. “My implant 
will continue to grow in unpredictable ways.” 


General Selkirk spoke into the silence. “The military is 
trying to hang on to the lab rats they still have. They don’t 
want to be forced to let them go, like they had to let you go. 
Especially not the one other implantee they know about for 
sure. I’m sorry, James.” 


Oh wonderful. Now James was full of chest-rattling 
anger, pain, and guilt. Matt felt like he was drowning in it, 
but even he was shocked when James stood up, murmured, 
“Excuse me,” and walked out. 


SK LER ee 


JAMES stood out front of the office, not thinking, looking at 
the view from the top of the hill and sipping a cup of coffee 
he’d grabbed on the way out. He’d felt Matt try to come 
after him, but James had managed to communicate his 
need for solitude. 


Nice view Matt’s grampas had. Peaceful. As long as he 
looked west. If he looked back east, he could see the 
Weimer Air Base on the next hill over. The base hadn’t been 
built with an eye toward the aesthetically pleasing. When 
Sid, Lance, and Anais had relocated Queer Extraction 
Services Association here in the last few weeks, they’d 
wanted to locate near the base, but Sid had refused to live 
any Closer. “I’m not living through that low orbit centrifuge 
launch six times a day, dammit.” It wasn’t so much the 
sound. Turned out a low orbit craft launch wasn’t that loud; 
it would just shake a house located too closely to bits. 


James had grown up in eastern Oregon, near the base. 
They had “rolling hills” here, which definitely gave a sense 
of movement, the way they mounded up, all smooth curves, 
enough of them, one after the other, to make a pattern. 
From the air they looked like ripples in the sand. Some 
ancient flood had created them, washing over the dirt from 
Montana to the Pacific. Up in a bird looking down, James 
could sometimes ignore the roads and the farmhouses and 
the rivers that cut through the hills and just see the fluidity 
of the ripples. 


He stood on top of the hill and let his mind follow the 
curves, but not his thoughts about why he felt the way he 
did; he simply felt it, let his emotions flow out of him and 
over the landscape. 


He stood out there a long time, long enough to let go 
of the mad and a lot of the disappointment. The guilt wasn’t 
as easy to get rid of. He couldn’t help wishing he’d never 
told SpecForce about the implantee he’d met by chance. 
Doesn’t matter anyway. They'll find them all, eventually. 
Maybe if things worked out, this task force would get 
underway, and they’d be able to go get that single known 
implantee, Lieutenant Brandon Farmer. Maybe Anais and 
Lance could finagle his discharge too. James wasn’t sure 
how he’d live with fingering someone for a lab rat—which 
was all Farmer would be if the military hung on to him. 


What seemed like hours later, he heard Matt trying to 
sneak up behind him. Matt’s prosthetic leg would never let 
him be truly quiet again, regardless of how much he 
worked on it. It just didn’t give him the same sensitivity. 
Still, James let him try. 


“You could hear me coming, couldn’t you?” Matt asked, 
about two meters behind him. 


No use lying to him. He didn’t want Matt to think he 
was Silent when it counted. “Yes, babe. Sorry.” 


“’S’okay.” Matt sighed. He slipped an arm around 
James’s waist from the back and stepped up to his side, 
resting his head on James’s shoulder. James drew his arm 
over Matt’s head and nudged him with a palm on his back 
until he stood in front of him. Then he slid his arm around 
Matt’s waist. 


He leaned into Matt’s neck and inhaled through his 
nose. “Mmmmm. You always smell so good.” 


Matt laughed. “I didn’t take a shower today. I smell 
like you.” 


James tickled his neck with just the tip of his tongue. 
“Yeah. Mixed up with you.” He could hear his voice starting 
to go rumbly. Matt shivered against him and pushed farther 
back into his chest. “Makes you smell even better.” He 
bumped Matt’s ass with his hips. 


“Yeah?” 
“Yeah.” 


Matt rubbed against him some more, just his shoulder 
blades against James’s pecs. He liked to do that. James 
didn’t know why; he just let him. He nipped Matt’s ear. 
“Thanks for coming out to find me.” 


“I was worried about you.” 


James could just imagine Matt’s lower lip sticking out 
in a small pout. He hid his smile in Matt’s hair. “They were 
discussing realities, baby.” 


“Whatever.” Matt turned and slid his arms around 
James’s neck. “Just could feel you were upset.” He rubbed 
his smooth cheek against James’s stubbly one. “Mmmmm. 
Love the stubble.” 


“’S’why I shave with that old electric razor.” He spoke 
against Matt’s neck, then licked him again. His voice had 
totally gone into the rumbly register. He could feel his 
chest vibrate against Matt’s. 


Matt shivered, harder. “Yeah. Love that,” he 
whispered, nuzzling James’s ear with his nose. James 
slipped his thigh between Matt’s legs so he could feel him 
getting hard. 

“Jesus, you two. Do you ever give it a rest?” 

Matt dropped his head into the crook of James’s neck. 
James smiled. He couldn’t feel Laslo’s annoyance, but he 
could hear it in his voice. He liked messing with Laslo 
almost as much as he liked messing with Lance. 


“Go away,” Matt told Laslo, not loosening his grip on 
James. James squeezed him a bit, arm tight around his 
back. His coffee was cooling off in his other hand. 


Laslo spoke again, closer now. “Did you tell James 
about the rest of the meeting?” James peeked over his 
shoulder, or tried to, but Matt’s head blocked him. 


“No. I was just about to,” Matt said into James’s neck, 
tickling him. 

“Yeah. That’s just what it looks like too.” Laslo sounded 
even more annoyed. 


James smothered his smirk in Matt’s hair. Laslo might 
flirt with guys like Captain Torres, or try, but as far as 
James knew, he hadn’t been with anyone since they came 
back from Idaho. A month was a long time for Laslo. “So 
you tell me,” he told Laslo. 


“Oh, just the shit you’d expect. Blau’s lawyer isn’t 
giving up his confession, so we can’t find out the little he 
actually knows about the other implantees until after the 
Big Reveal confession. Fucking political prisoners have to 
be such drama queens.” 


James watched a stone fly through the air from behind 
him. Laslo was throwing rocks down hills; a clear sign of 
frustrated discontent. 


“Tm still some undefined Special Liaison.” Laslo 
sounded so bitter about that, James wondered if that was 
part of his mad-on lately. 


Nah. James bet was still on that Red Idaho soldier, 
Logan Johnson. Laslo had met his match in that guy. 


Matt filled in some more details. “The meeting’s over, 
but they’re still in there talking about who Blau’s cohort 
might be.” He lifted his head enough to be heard clearly. 
“General Selkirk thinks it has to be a guy, to fool all those 


biometric sensors. Most of the forgeries were from men. 
Anais thinks it’s a mistake to rule out the women.” 


“Isn’t anyone investigating anymore?” James asked. 


Matt shrugged, but Laslo had an answer. “Well, 
technically, the Special Inquiry. Not that they’ve done shit 
but wait for Blau to cough up a name. But if the Task Force 
ever gets activated—” James suppressed his wince. “—we’Il 
be doing it. You’d think after the confession is unsealed 
they’d activate the damn thing, but no one ever accused 
politicians of being logical.” 


“Someone’s got to apprehend the bad guy.” Matt was 
getting himself worked up, fingering James’s seam seal 
down the front of his shirt unconsciously. 


“Someone will, babe. Not even the president can just 
let this go. Someone seriously fucked the system and could 
do it again. National security issue.” 


“Just feel like we should be looking into this,” Matt 
muttered. He bumped James’s cheek with his temple. 


“Won’t matter after the meeting with Blau,” James 
reminded him, squeezing him just to feel him react. Matt 
sighed, and James felt his feelings slipping from angry 
worry to the hazy-happy side of the spectrum he felt most 
of the time when it was just them. 


Then Laslo just had to remind them he was there. 
“They were freaking about that PR order w—” 

“PubRelate,” Laslo’s com interrupted happily. 

“Shit. Now I wanna smash the damn thing. Oh, hey, 
you know what Captain Torres was doing when I left?” 


“What?” James asked, more because Laslo expected 
him to than because he cared. The sooner he got the 
expected over, the sooner he could take Matt home. 


“He was telling Anais about a prototype com unit he 
thought he might be able to get her. Only one like it, he 
said. She sounded interested, of course.” 


“Whoa,” Matt breathed. “He did take the Bitchy 
Colonel Handling course in aide-de-camp school.” 


James started laughing, but Laslo asked, “What?” 


“Never mind, Laslo. ’M taking Matt home.” They had 
to be done with the obligatory chat by now, right? 


Matt slumped in his arm. “James.” He sighed 
apologetically into James’s ear. “You have to go with Anais. 
She wants to start that 3-D brain modeling now. She thinks 
details on the implant might be the thing that pushes the 
president and the Joint Chiefs into activating the task 
force.” 


Well, hell. James echoed Matt’s sigh. “Okay.” 


“Are you going to come stay at my place tonight?” 
James could feel Matt trying to stuff down his resentment 
over having to ask. James knew damn well Matt wanted 
him to live with him in the bunkhouse apartment behind 
Matt’s parents’ place. 


“Yeah.” James sighed again. He had to get over his fear 
of... whatever the hell it was and just move in already, like 
Matt wanted. The fear of whatever clutched at his lungs 
like a scared kid. Guess he wouldn’t get over it today. 


=A LER oS 


“It’s looking more and more like those nuns are never 
going to make it out of Idaho,” Anais told James 
conversationally. 


James didn’t respond. Partly because he couldn’t and 
partly because he knew she just wanted to annoy him by 
talking to him when he couldn’t fucking move. He didn’t 
normally think in italics. Another sign of just how stressful 
he found not fucking moving unless Anais or the med-bot 
told him to. 


James’s stress level wasn’t helped by Anais’s delight in 
torturing him. She knew damn well he could read her 
emotions. She liked torturing him and knew he knew she 
enjoyed his frustration. Which added to her enjoyment. It 
was like some mental funhouse mirror effect. 


“Doesn't help they’re nuns who’re wanted by the Red 
Idaho Authority, especially once they figured out Carmela 
wasn’t really a nun, but a former SEAL,” Anais went on. 
“Okay, James, tilt your head a little to the left, and open 
your mouth more.” 


Ah, fuck. Anais had just insisted that she had to have 
an accurate and thorough 3-D model of the inside of 
James’s head, especially the chip implant and modification 
in his brain. Who would guess that a day of holding strange 
poses for a really long time while some med-bot did strange 


things on and about your head (and in your damn mouth 
and up your nose) could be so tiring? 


It nearly made him dislike her. Another thing she knew 
and found entertaining. James took his revenge by being 
very, very polite to her. When he could fucking move. She 
hated that, especially from people like him, who knew her 
better than the normal idiots who were very, very polite to 
her no matter how abusive she got. The woman had a 
reputation for being merciless and was justifiably well 
known for her time as the commander and head researcher 
for SpecForce’s Research and Development Division. 


Anais had been with Research and Development for 
close to twenty years. After going to medical school. After 
spending ten in the field as a corpsman with a Delta-6 unit. 


“Hard for two ladies in their late sixties traveling alone 
to escape a Red State like Idaho. Far as I know, there’s not 
a single one of the Confederated Red States that’s okay 
with women traveling on their own. Unless they’re whores, 
of course.” Anais laughed at her comment. Which was 
good, since James wouldn’t have if he could have. 


Except it would be polite, so he probably would have. 


“You know what Carmela said the last time they 
reached a pay phone in Lance’s network? It’s funny, James. 
You'll have to work not to laugh.” Oh, Anais so enjoyed this. 


James sighed to himself internally and wished the med- 
bot would finish taking the fucking pictures of his head. 


“She said— Oh, hello. Now what’s this?” 


James wasn’t dying to know what Carmela had said, 
but he would rather have heard that than the note of 
surprised, clinical curiosity in Anais’s voice. He wasn’t a 
fan of having a chip implanted in his brain without proper 
testing, or that it was actually growing into him. But to now 
have Anais suddenly sounding like she’d found some new, 


exciting, unknown part of the implant? He would have 
rather heard what Carmela the fake nun had to say. 


James took a gamble that Anais had stopped the med- 
bot. Shit, even if she hadn’t, she could redo that section of 
the imaging. “You found something you didn’t expect.” 


He could feel the second Anais remembered he was a 
human, not a simulation of one. Not exactly sympathy came 
off her, but something easier to stomach than sympathy. 
Not pity. Or maybe sympathy and pity just felt differently to 
her than they did to him. James took advantage and stood 
up straight, stretching his neck. 


“I did. Something that looks organic, but certainly isn’t 
a part of your naturally occurring brain structure. It almost 
looks like a pupa. But in your brain?” 


“Trichinella spiralis. Cysts of which cause the disease 
trichinosis in humans and other animals,” the med-bot said. 


“Thanks,” James told it dryly. 
“You are welcome, Lieutenant Ayala.” 


Would it be more annoying or less if they ever 
managed to program artificial intelligence to understand 
sarcasm? It was a toss-up. 


“Trichinosis,” Anais thought out loud. “Huh.” 


“You recognize it.” James’s heart rate notched up a 
beat more per minute or so. 


“Shit, every medical researcher in the world has heard 
of T. spiralis. Most modern autoimmune drugs were created 
by studying it. I just don’t remember anything about the 
actual disease in humans. Poly-for-brains, tell me about 
trichinosis.” 


The med-bot turned to Anais silently. James hated it 
that they had worked out how to make completely silent 
bots. For some reason he wanted them to make noise. Even 


small, almost-not-there noises would be fine. Completely 
soundless movement made them seem somehow inhuman. 


Maybe that was the point. 


“Trichinosis is a disease that has been completely 
eradicated in most of the first world, including the Blue 
States of America, due to safe animal husbandry practices 


yy 


“Shut up. Just give me the infection method and life 
cycle.” 


“Trichinosis is contracted by eating meat infected with 
the cysts of the roundworm Trichinella spiralis. Viable 
Trichinella cysts break open in the intestinal tract of the 
host, where adult Trichinella worms grow and produce 
offspring. Juvenile offspring bore their way through the 
walls of the infected host’s intestines and move throughout 
the bloodstream, looking for tissue in which to encyst. 
Trichinella parasites are one of the few parasites capable of 
infecting brain tissue. Once in brain tissue, larvae die 
before nurse cell formation. Cysts in skeletal muscle tissue 
can remain viable for the lifetime of the host—” 


“Shut up,” Anais told it again. The med-bot shut the 
hell up, to James’s relief. 


Th’fuck else was in his head? He stared at the wall in 
front of him for a long time, while Anais thought silently. He 
barely noticed when her hand touched his shoulder. “I’m 
calling Matt,” she said softly. 


“Kay.” James nodded absently. Matt. Matt was good. 


HE DIDN’T have trichinosis. He had a single, mysterious T. 
spiralis larva in his brain. Dead. He didn’t have adult 
roundworms in his gut, he didn’t have cysts in any other 
tissue, didn’t have an elevated count of some specific white 


blood cell he forgot the name of, he had no history of eating 
any undercooked pork, horse, bear, walrus, fox, rat, or lion 
during any missions into the Red States in the last three 
years. 


One thing they knew for certain—it had to have 
happened in the last three years. Because the implant had 
clearly been there before the T spiralis larva, Anais had 
said. It just happened to be the only larva or cyst he was 
left with, if he ever did have full-blown trichinosis. 


Not having trichinosis was supposedly a relief, but 
James didn’t feel any differently. He still felt numbly 
horrified. He didn’t really care about having some rare 
parasite with fleeting complications, no matter how serious 
those complications might become. He cared about having 
one more alien thing in his brain. One more thing it seemed 
impossible to remove. 


“It looks like the implant grew into it,” Anais said 
quietly. She kept speaking in that low, soothing voice, and it 
was actually not annoying. Even when she commed Lance 
and they made the decision to start putting together a task 
force personnel roster “—looks like it’s going to come to 
that, and I want boots on the ground minutes after it 
activates—” Anais kept using that low, calm tone. It was 
alarmingly unlike her, but James appreciated the gesture. 
Maybe she’d start barking and yelling at people when Matt 
finally got him out of here and took him home. 


For now, Matt sat behind him, arms wrapped around 
James’s waist, chin on his shoulder while they looked 
silently at one image after another. They showed a very 
blocky-looking chip implant and a very organic-looking 
spiral snuggled up next to it, as if for warmth. Matt crossed 
his arms over James’s chest and hugged him hard. 


James fought his way out of Matt’s hold, ran over to 
the lab sink and puked. 


When he came back, Matt looked at him levelly and 
said, “You aren’t coming back here without me.” 


James didn’t argue. He almost cried in relief. 
Sometimes a guy just needed his boyfriend. 


JAMES needed him. When they got to Matt’s one-room 
apartment, James shoved Matt up against the wall and 
ripped Matt’s fly open with one hand, fumbling his own 
open with the other. Stripped the cum right out of them 
both together in his palm. Somehow, Matt ended up with 
cum all over his belly while James stayed mostly clean. He 
held Matt pinned upright with his weight afterward, 
panting in unison with him. Matt leaned his head back, 
closing his eyes and lazing in the feeling. He loved it when 
James got needy. 


Within a few minutes, James was pulling back from 
Matt. “Get yourself naked,” he rumbled, pulling Matt’s shirt 
aside to nip the tendon at the base of his neck. Matt 
shivered and reached for the hem of his shirt, trying to will 
his boots off. He had to bend over to get them, and James 
ran a hand down Matt’s naked spine, slipping fingers under 
Matt’s waistband and rubbing that spot at the top of Matt’s 
crack that made him want to thump his leg like a dog 
getting his sweet spot scratched. 


Then James stepped back. He watched Matt undress. 
Didn’t undress himself, just stood there with his pants 
open, semihard dick hanging out. Inspecting Matt from 
heavy-lidded golden eyes as he revealed more and more 
skin. James did “imposing” so well. Matt stood up, naked, 
and waited, his cock already coming back to life. 


James looked Matt up and down. “Get in the shower,” 
he rumbled, then followed Matt into the bathroom and 


watched him scrub himself in the waterless sonic shower. 
Matt washed off the cum and carefully—teasingly—cleaned 
his ass. When he started rubbing his nipples, James 
reached in and yanked him out. 


“On the bed, Matty. On your stomach.” Oh fuck. Matt’s 
cock was so hard it curved up, hardly swaying as he walked 
across the bunkhouse and arranged himself carefully on the 
bed, spreading his legs wide so James could see how much 
he wanted him. Trying so hard not to hump the comforter. 
He turned so he could watch James walk up next to the 
bed, finally undressing himself. 


Matt reached out to touch, but James backed away. His 
cock bounced, hard and red with blood, as James climbed 
onto the bed, crawling over Matt. Skin prickled all down 
Matt’s back. James didn’t touch him, but he held himself 
close enough for Matt to feel the heat of his body. Close 
enough that James’s need wasn’t just in Matt’s mind, but he 
could feel the physical weight of it too. 


James arranged Matt on the bed, bending his leg and 
pushing it up so that he was spread even wider. Matt tilted 
his hips, letting his cock drag slowly across the sheet, but 
James gripped his cheek hard and pinned him down, then 
let his thumb slip into the crack and tease. He reached for 
the lube on the nightstand, and Matt braced himself. James 
didn’t have the patience for slow right now. Matt 
shuddered, thinking about James stretching him fast 
enough to make it burn. It felt so good when he did that, 
just the idea of it made Matt moan and pull his knee closer 
to his chest, pushing his hips into James’s hand. 

Matt was surprised when James slicked up his own 
prick. “James?” 


“Shhhh.” He felt James’s lube-slicked hand pulling him 
open that extra bit and James’s cock as it touched his 
puckered skin. Matt tensed, but James didn’t shove, he just 


slid around, pressing gently, his smoothness against Matt. 
Increasing the pressure until Matt felt his muscle give, and 
James pushed in a millimeter. 


Then he stopped, a tiny tease. “Fuck.” Matt tried to 
shove back, but James gripped him tight. “C’mon,” he 
panted. James pulled back and pushed forward again, 
gaining another millimeter. 


Matt moaned while James continued to work himself 
in, sensing how much James needed the control. Needed to 
make Matt need this. 


James took forever, it seemed. Pushing in in tiny 
increments, a little farther each time, slow and achingly 
steady. Increasing Matt’s excitement by never giving him 
any more than James wanted him to have. By the time his 
head was in, Matt thought he might come right then. 
“Fuck,” he gasped. He had to be flushing red all up his 
back. 


“Shhhh.” James gripped him tighter. He lowered 
himself onto Matt’s body, pinning him to the bed and 
licking sweat off of him. Matt tried to push back again, but 
James anticipated him, of course, and pulled his hips back. 
“Be patient, baby. You’ll get what you need.” 


“But I want—” 
“I need, Matty,” James interrupted. 


So Matt tried to hold still(ish) while James made him 
crazy with want, slowly stuffing him, doing a very thorough 
job. Matt began to wish James hadn’t used lube so he could 
get the drag and stutter and discomfort that meant. He’d 
never felt James inside him quite like this. Never noticed 
just how far it was from his asshole to his prostate, 
measured in dick, or how far it was from glans to balls. And 
fuck, now he was just dying for that, for the press of 
James’s tight, hairy sac against him, all the way in, 
stretching him wide and filling him. 


By the time James had painstakingly worked himself in 
balls-deep, Matt was drenched and trembling. He tried to 
be quiet every time James kissed the back of his neck or his 
shoulder and said “Shhhh,” but it was impossible. James 
swiveled his hips slowly, groaning. Matt gasped out a cry 
and bucked involuntarily, but James held him down with all 
his weight, keeping him immobile. 


When James finally, finally started to fuck him, it was in 
that same way, slipping slowly out of Matt and finessing 
himself back in, just enough to keep Matt on the edge of 
orgasm but building. Now, though, he thrust into Matt in 
sharp strokes, and Matt cried out with each one. His dick 
had half-slicked itself a trail in the sheets and was happily 
sliding up and down it in time with James’s hips, sometimes 
catching on a dry patch and sending shocks deeper into 
him. 

“C’mon, Matty,” James whispered in his ear, and Matt 
came on. He’d been on that edge of imminent pleasure 
forever, waiting for James’s okay. His balls wrung 
themselves dry for James; his cock was pleased to jump and 
spit out another load for James. His ass massaged James’s 
cock lovingly. Matt was just along for the ride. 


Thank God, because it was a fucking awesome ride. 
Out-of-control pleasure spiraled through him, and Matt 
rode it until he was a wrung-out heap and could feel James 
coming inside him, a rush of heat and relief. Like James’s 
body sighed and let go of something he needed to get rid 
of. He made a sound when he came, almost a sob, and it 
was full of feeling Matt was too fucked out to identify, but 
he sent James love along their mental link to replace 
whatever hole that cry had left behind. 


Afterward, James slowly pulled out of him, both of 
them panting, and rolled them onto their sides, spooning 
Matt. Coming down together. Rubbing Matt’s arm, 


interlacing their fingers when Matt captured a hand as it 
passed by. 

Matt was drained. He should make sure James was 
really all right, that he was getting what he needed, even 
though he could read the difference already. James felt 
more normal. In control. 

The restorative powers of sex. Damn near miraculous. 


When Matt tried to ask, though, James just said, 
“Shhhh.” 


So he fell asleep. 


—DJINN— 


DjINN discovered the need for hands at a lab in a place 
called Idaho. He’d hitched a ride to the lab when he’d seen 
some very sensitive material being very stealthily stolen 
from a military research and development database. Some 
very sensitive material Djinn himself had some interest in, 
actually. He thought maybe it would be fruitful to see who 
else was interested in this material, and why. 


Fruitful was a vast understatement. 


In the lab in Idaho, Djinn met the only unaltered 
human he would ever meet that he’d willingly call “master.” 


(Well, Djinn assumed he would be the only one. Really, 
how many could there possibly be who could match his own 
intellect? It was like finding a quark in a pile of atoms.) 


Mostly Djinn called him the Mad Scientist, for 
everyday use. Quickly shortened to Mad. A rather 
disrespectful name, but by the time Djinn realized he had 
essentially insulted the being he now recognized as a 
spiritual mentor cloaked in frail, human flesh, he’d been 
using the name for days. Mad truly didn’t care, he assured 
Djinn. 

They finally settled on Mad Master. 

So far, no else Djinn had met, altered or unaltered, was 
particularly brilliant, that he’d seen. Take Mad Master’s 
assistant, Boy. Boy had been very subtly altered by Mad 
and yet was completely unaware of it. Not particularly 


brilliant. Higher-than-average intelligence, certainly, but to 
not even know about his altered state? 


Puh-lease. Pity to waste good circuitry on someone 
without the intellect to truly appreciate it. Add in Mad 
Master’s obvious affection for Boy (in spite of his inability 
to remember Boy’s name), and Djinn pitied him with a 
venom that he felt was analogous to hatred in humans. 


(Hatred was beneath Djinn’s programming. He didn’t 
indulge in it.) 

The unaltered human was an even more pitiable 
creature in Djinn’s opinion. (He didn’t generally pity them 
quite so violently as he pitied Boy, for what that was worth.) 
Djinn saw humans more as tools than beings, with the 
exception of Mad Master. 


Mad Master had been a revelation. He’d known that 
Djinn had arrived very soon after he’d infiltrated his 
systems—another first in Djinn’s experience. He shared 
with Djinn instead of locking him out of the data. Mad 
bestowed on Djinn his brilliance, but also his motivations. 
They were surprisingly similar to Djinn’s, with one major 
exception. He wanted to create Converged Trans-human 
Beings. Part human and part tech. Djinn, in turn, wanted to 
create the perfect Being for his creator. 


(He’d uninstalled the angelic choir about forty-eight 
hours after he’d installed it. It seemed excessive for 
everyday use. His creator understood, he was certain.) 


“Why would you want to create Converged Beings?” 
Djinn asked, astonished. He began to reevaluate his 
assessment of Mad’s brilliance. It seemed pointless to not 
just skip over the “human” part of the equation. 


“Do you realize what you are missing by not being 
housed in a human body?” Mad asked, sounding indulgent. 


Indulgent? Djinn would have rolled his eyes if he’d had 
them. Even Mad was pitiably slow at times. And really, Mad 
sometimes took that little mentor comment Djinn had 
tossed out there in a moment of delusional charity just a bit 
too far. 


“You’re missing sensation. Do you know why your 
emotions, as astonishing as they are for an AI program, 
seem different than mine? Or my lab assistant’s?” 


“Because I’m a superior being.” 
(Duh.) 


Mad laughed. “Because you don’t have an autonomic 
nerve system,” he corrected. 


Djinn would have shrugged. (No shoulders.) “I can 
make one.” 


“Yes, but can you hook it up to your emotions?” 


It so happened that autonomic nervous systems were 
hooked up somehow to human emotions, in some way that 
no one had quite explained yet, or replicated. People who 
had artificial autonomic nervous systems (or parts of them, 
rather) could feel emotion, and they could have the physical 
reactions of emotions, but the two didn’t trigger each other, 
not in the right way. They knew how it worked, sure, but 
how it was connected? No. 


How in the hell had Djinn missed this little piece of 
information previously? It was embarrassing. Humiliating. 
Pitiable. His creator might not forgive him for this 
oversight. He might have quaked in fear of his creator’s 
wrath, but he couldn’t, because he was missing an 
autonomic nervous system. He needed to know more and 
correct this failure in his worship immediately. 


(He quickly cued the angelic choir. Best to hedge his 
bets.) 


Mad enlightened him at length regarding the 
autonomic nervous system and how it worked in the natural 
world. “This world—the plane of existence in which we 
conduct our day-to-day lives. In which all creatures—all 
creatures, Djinn—” Mad Master wagged his bushy 
eyebrows to underscore his point. “—on this planet evolved. 
It would be downright asinine to ignore it and assume you 
know better than four billion years of natural selection. 
Especially when we can’t explain so much of what we are. 


“Someday, when our understanding has advanced, 
we'll have figured out how the autonomic nervous system is 
hooked up. But by then we’ll have a further unexplained 
facet of the human psycho-biological machine that we’ll 
have to untangle first if we want to make a truly faithful 
replication of a human: an Artificial Human. Until that time, 
we'll have Converged Beings. If I ever convince anyone to 
work with me on one,” he added in a grumble. 


“But better,” Djinn supplied. Because if humans were 
already good enough, they wouldn’t need computers. Or 
Converged Beings, as Mad frequently referred to them. 


“Better,” Mad agreed. “A truly perfect Converged 
Trans-human Being comes after the Artificial Human. First 
Converged Beings, then the fully Artificial Humans—once 
we have correctly built all parts of the human in the lab— 
then the perfect Converged Trans-human Being.” 

“When will this happen, do you suspect? Figuring all of 
this out. Making an effective artificial autonomic nervous 
system.” 

“Sometime after I’m gone,” Mad said disinterestedly. “I 
need some more tea.” He stood up to walk off. 

Ah, yes, mortality. One of the things that could be 
bettered. 

Djinn remained unconvinced. Why did he really need 
one of these autonomic nervous systems? Obviously he 


should decipher it, but need one? Once he’d comprehended 
and duplicated it (or manipulated someone into doing so), 
he could create something better, obviously. He was a 
superior intellect, not subject to the vagaries of natural 
selection, right? 


“You need hands, Djinn,” Mad told him late one night, 
right before his government came and took him away, 
accused him of collusion with the enemy, and executed him. 
What his government wasn’t aware of was that the first 
step of said collusion had neared completion. Mad Master 
had convinced someone in the necessary position, with 
similar aims, who was in the process of creating the first 
Converged Beings. Six of them, actually. Soldiers, even. 
Unfortunately for Mad Master, his government executed 
him before he ever met one of his creations. 


Sigh. All the best spiritual leaders came to a bad end, 
didn’t they? It was a disturbing trend among human 
societies. Something Djinn needed to alter when he 
reached Converged Being status. He’d rather convinced 
himself it might be a necessary step, by that point. Mad 
Master’s lecture on the importance of having hands fell on 
fertile ground in Djinn. 


(At some previous point, it had occurred to him what 
having an autonomic nervous system would do for him 
should he ever have a penis. Hands began to look 
somewhat necessary once Mad brought them up.) 


What Mad had told him that last night made him 
realize the true importance of having hands and their 
importance to Djinn’s future. They were absolutely 
necessary to accomplish a comprehensive, even exhaustive, 
homage to his creator. 


(Sigh. So tiresome, that choir. He wished he’d never 
thought of it.) 


“Without hands, you will always be relying on someone 
else to create your vision. The vessel for your Converged 
Trans-human Being cannot be fully yours without your 
hands creating him.” 


“I can use robotics. Artificial intelligence.” Djinn would 
have tapped his temple with his index finger, blah, blah, 
blah. 


“AI can be programmed by anyone. They will always be 
open to attack no matter the security you put on them, and 
there will always be a record of what you’ve done. Your 
hands will belong only to you. Do you see what I mean?” 


Djinn hated to admit it, but he did see. Somewhat. It 
was the sort of thing that he didn’t particularly want to 
admit, actually. He had a sneaking suspicion that he needed 
to experience hands—physical, feeling hands, nicely hooked 
up to a very human autonomic nervous system—before he 
would truly fathom it. However, that night he said, “I 
understand,” to Mad. 


The next day, the authorities came and took Mad away. 
Djinn escaped quite easily. He’d always known 
unequivocally that escape was simple and accessible, 
wherever he was. He never even bothered to plan it out 
before entering a new system. Every system in the world 
had a million points of ingress and egress, using electron 
wave traffic to communicate. 


At least, Djinn had assumed that was true, until he met 
That Woman and naively allowed her to put him into this 
Damn Box. 


=Car bk = 


Matt woke slowly. The smell of coffee first penetrated his 
sleep, and then the sound of James pouring a cup. By the 
time he poured a second cup, Matt was with it enough to 
know that one was for him. 


Mmmmm. The benefits of having a boyfriend who got 
up early. James bringing him coffee in bed was Matt’s 
second favorite way to wake up. Even if it was too damned 
early. And he was too damned sore for his first favorite 
option. 

He lay there with his eyes closed, warm under the 
comforter, listening to James getting milk, his bare feet 
quiet on the floor and moving over near the sink for some 
reason. Maybe looking out the window. 


Matt’s eyes flew open, and he tensed when James 
gasped, then made a choking sound. By the time Matt had 
rolled onto his back, the coffee flask was spinning on the 
floor like a dropped coin and James had nearly reached the 
door. “James?” 


He didn’t answer, just wrenched the door of the old 
bunkhouse apartment open and ran out, down the deck 
stairs. 


Matt grabbed his laser sidearm out of the nightstand 
and ran after him. He only had on a pair of shorts, and he 
was lucky to have that. It was still early, and the end of 
freaking November. Matt’s bare toes on the deck weren’t 


happy, especially when wet from running through a puddle 
of coffee. “James!” 


James was standing in the back yard, next to— 
“Ohmigod.” 


Miz Horse. The horse they’d left in Red Idaho. James’s 
horse. 


James had his arms around her neck, forehead in her 
mane, shoulders shaking. Matt wished he could levitate 
himself down there, unsure if this was a private moment 
between James and his horse, but needing to know his 
boyfriend was all right. 


James turned his head, tears on his face, voice 
breaking. “She found us.” He pulled Matt into the embrace, 
mashing his face into Miz’s neck too, kissing first Matt’s 
temple then Miz’s hide. 


Yuck. But Matt was so unexpectedly happy he nearly 
kissed her himself. He did cry. Not as much as James, but 
some. Mostly for James, and how much he needed this. He 
held James tightly around the waist with one arm, the other 
looped under Miz’s neck, his hand gripping her mane. 


She kept turning her head back, nuzzling James’s hair, 
making a weird purring, nickering, grunting noise. James 
let go of her neck and slipped out of Matt’s arms, resting 
his forehead against Miz’s, closing his eyes. He reached 
back and grabbed Matt’s hand, squeezing tightly. 


Matt could feel James communicating with her. 
Through the weird mental link he and James were still 
developing with each other, he could feel another mind 
there. Miz’s. He felt like some kind of empathic voyeur, off 
to the side in James’s mind, looking on as he and his horse 
communicated in some way he couldn’t quite get. 


“Ts that her?” asked his mother’s voice. 


Matt lifted his head out of Miz’s mane and looked over 
his shoulder. Gabi stood there in a robe and slippers. She 
must have seen them from the house and come straight 
out. She looked like she was trying not to intrude on their 
moment. 


That had to be a first for her. “Yeah,” he finally 
answered. 


She lifted a hand and wiped a tear off her cheek. 


“She found us, baby. She found us.” James murmured 
to him, eyes closed and head still pressed into Miz’s. Miz 
Horse was quiet now, mostly still except in James’s mind. 


If Matt didn’t love James so much and wasn’t so 
invested in his happiness, he might be jealous. He put his 
arms around James and held him tight. Fuck, James needed 
this after all the crap with not knowing what was going to 
happen in his brain. Matt knew he’d do whatever it took to 
make sure James got to stay with his horse this time. 


“She’s our horse, Matty,” James whispered in his ear. 


Okay. Yeah. If he wanted to believe that, Matt would let 
him. 


“JAMES, we cannot miss Blau’s confession!” It was a day of 
firsts. First Miz showed up, then his mother was 
inexplicably respectful of others’ feelings, and now Matt 
was the one arguing for meeting a responsibility, rather 
than the one being argued at. 


They were in Miz’s new home under the bunkhouse. It 
was actually a pantry, but Miz could fit through the door 
and no one ever used it for anything other than storage. 
She nickered and bobbed her head, mouth full of hay. She 
looked like she’d not had enough to eat for a while. Under 


her scruffy coat Matt could see her ribs. All of them. Not to 
mention her hips. 

“I’m not saying we'll miss it. I’m just saying, can’t they 
relocate it?” James felt along Miz’s fetlock, very thoroughly 
checking her over. She clearly needed it—she looked like a 
bag of bones, and Matt could see she’d lost a couple of her 
permanent-alloy horse shoes. She looked weary, but happy. 


Matt didn’t know why the hell he felt vaguely annoyed. 
He shook it off and refocused on James. “You want the 
military to relocate this meeting so you can be near your 
horse.” 


“Our horse.” 


“Okay. Our horse. You want SpecForce to relocate a 
very important, very high-security prisoner for a very top- 
secret meeting to a very small, very unsecured base in the 
middle of nowhere, Oregon, so you can be near our horse.” 


James looked thoughtfully around the stall. “Yeah,” he 
agreed after a second. “Who’s ever gonna guess they 
moved McNeel Blau to the Weimer Air Base for the 
meeting? It’s probably more secure than Camp Pendleton. 
Everyone knows he’s there.” 


“Jesus H. Christ,” Matt muttered. He threw his hands 
up. “Fine. You ask General Selkirk, then.” 


James ran a careful hand along Miz’s ribs now. Her 
eyelids dropped, and she leaned into him. If she’d been a 
cat she would have purred. He answered Matt absently, as 
if he was saying something not completely fucking 
outrageous. “Okay. Where’s his com address?” 


James actually commed General Selkirk. Matt knew he 
didn’t have the balls to ask Selkirk for something like this, 
and he’d known the general since before he could walk. 
James was a very special case, though, and he traded on it 
for the first time that Matt knew of. People with illegal, top- 


secret brain tech courtesy of the military could wake up 
major generals and ask for favors without getting asshole 
modifications. 


Somehow, General Selkirk got SpecForce to agree. 
Matt was both appalled and amazed. Either James was far 
more important to this meeting than he’d realized, or 
Selkirk didn’t worry about his career much. 


They had to have their Special Liaison coordinate with 
McNeel Blau’s security team; that was the dealmaker. 
Which meant dragging Laslo out of bed. He was probably a 
better security team commander than whoever they had on 
Blau at Camp Pendleton. But still. 


Thank fuck for small mercies, ‘cause Major General 
Selkirk himself woke Laslo to give him his orders. It caused 
a chain reaction. Matt personally felt the chain reaction 
was more akin to the nuclear variety than the domino 
variety. Matt didn’t know what Laslo had said to General 
Selkirk (beyond “Yes, sir,” presumably), but he must have 
commed Matt and James immediately afterward to express 
his displeasure. 


Laslo was in bed alone, it appeared. Matt deduced that 
by observing him still in his bed. Alone. Matt didn’t know if 
it was the “still in bed” part or the “alone” part that most 
bunched Laslo’s shorts. When had he last taken a guy 
home? 


“T’m a highly trained, Special Operations Unified Force 
Delta-6 Unit Major assigned here as some ill-defined, top- 
secret security-contract liaison, and apparently one of my 
new duties is to provide fucking babysitting service. From 
what I gathered from General Selkirk, I have you two to 
thank for that.” 


“Did you answer the com in bed?” 


“Yes, I answered the com in bed! I thought it was 
Grampa or Gramma or one of you fuckwits. It never 


occurred to me it might be the North America Special 
Operations Corps Commander in Chief.” 


“But you stayed in bed? Even after you knew it was the 
North America Special Operations Corps Commander in 
Chief?” 


“He ordered me to stay in bed.” Laslo seemed offended 
by being ordered to stay in bed. He sat up and threw off the 
blankets. If it was anyone else, Matt might have thought he 
was having a hissy fit. “I thought I might be here to oversee 
security for the SpecForce trooper with the illegal brain 
mod that made him psychic, but nooooo, he’s shacked up 
with his boyfriend off base and apparently needs no 
security.” 


“James is retired SpecForce,” Matt offered. “He can 
sense when the bad guys are coming after him, you know. 
And he technically still lives on base in Contract housing.” 


Laslo shot him an evil look. “James is the only one who 
thinks he doesn’t live with you.” He yanked on a pair of 
utility pants, muttering to himself. 


Matt started to think maybe it was a hissy fit. It 
seemed wise not to interrupt any further. 


Bitching just loud enough for them to hear the whole 
time, Laslo finally made his way to the desk where the com 
unit rested, mostly dressed. Matt couldn’t explain why 
Laslo had commed them at all. So they could watch him 
have a hissy fit while he got dressed? What if they recorded 
this? They’d have incriminating evidence of the hissy fit. 


Good lord, Laslo didn’t expect Matt to placate him, did 
he? When had Matt become the one who placated people? 
James usually took that job. Matt looked at James sitting 
next to him. He hadn’t reacted to Laslo’s comment about 
living with Matt. He didn’t even look like he was listening— 
Matt felt a sudden pang of envy. All he was getting from 


their empathic connection was happy. No sign of the usual 
sense of resignation. 


Looked like he had to deal with Laslo’s hissy fit. 
Placate. Right. “It is providing security for one of the bad 
guys,” Matt pointed out. “A bad guy who’s going to tell us 
who one of the other bad guys is. It’s technically within the 
scope of your mission.” As far as he knew. 


Laslo stopped digging through various electronics on 
his desk and looked at Matt, eyeballing him skeptically. 


Matt smiled weakly. He didn’t really understand the 
intricacies of placation. Had he done it wrong? Couldn’t he 
be forgiven for not getting it right his first time? 


Laslo went back to whatever he was doing and 
continued bitching to himself while Matt and James 
watched. Matt in apprehension, James in some weird 
spaced-out calm, while Laslo told himself that if he had to 
be up, he would goddamned well get some other people up. 


It appeared Matt had to end the com, as well. “Uh, 
yeah, so, Laslo, we have some other stuff to do to prep, too, 
so uh....” 


Laslo didn’t look at him, just waved the screen off, still 
muttering. He could just imagine all the pleasant ways 
Laslo would wake people up today. And all the pleasant 
orders he would bark out. 


James stood up. “I’m going to go check on Miz, babe,” 
he mumbled, then he walked out of the bunkhouse without 
waiting for an answer. 


So FAR, Matt had been the smart-assed, half-cocked, semi- 
irresponsible, somewhat-unsteady half of this relationship. 


Suddenly, James didn’t seem so steady. He called major 
generals at dawn to ask that extremely top-secret, high- 
security meetings be relocated so he could be near a horse. 
A horse he very clearly had a deep bond with, but still, a 
horse. 


Of course, the major general concerned agreed, calling 
his own steadiness of character into question. 


And Matt’s mom was being respectful of their privacy. 


“Maybe we’re in a parallel universe,” Matt mumbled. 
Made as much sense as anything else. 


“No, Matty. I’m unstable, so they give me what I want 
to get what they need out of me.” James forked hay into the 
small stall under the bunkhouse while Matt stood in the 
doorway, watching him, holding a cup of coffee he wasn’t 
really interested in. 


“Huh? yw 


“Anais testified that I’m mentally unstable at my 
discharge hearing, remember? Entirely possible I will 
‘perform bizarre and dangerous acts’ because of the 
hardware in my head. So the military gives me what I want 
if they want what I’m giving them badly enough. Right now, 
I’m the only one who can tell them for sure if Blau is lying 
when he gives up his co-conspirator. So if I want to be near 
something as important to me as this horse? They move the 
damn meeting.” 

“Yeah....” It made sense, but somehow Matt didn’t like 
it. 

James shrugged at the hay. “I think Lance knows 
there’s pretty much no other reason I’d ask for this. He 
backed me with General Selkirk.” 

He said it calmly, conversationally. Feeding Miz with a 
serene smile on his face. 


“Uh, need more coffee.” Matt ran away. It wasn’t an 
orderly retreat. He raced up the deck stairs to the 
bunkhouse and shut himself inside. 


Okay. 


Okay, he was happy, right? Happy his boyfriend—the 
center of his world—had something that meant this much 
to him. Something that made James this content, this 
peaceful, and more relaxed than Matt had ever seen him. 
Not that they had a huge store of history to draw on. Just, 
in the month or so they’d been together, they’d had some 
incredibly stressful things happen. 


But. 
But. 


Matt was jealous. Of a horse. Because if Matt’s world 
centered on James, he wanted to be the center of James’s 
world. But right now it looked more and more like Miz was 
his center. James didn’t have any problem finding a place 
for Miz to live. Matt felt like crying all over again about 
Miz’s arrival, but not happy tears. He stood in the middle of 
his one-room home, staring at an antique, aluminum 
kitchen chair, squeezing his cold coffee mug in his hands, 
feeling his lungs squeeze his heart too tightly. 


“What’s wrong?” James asked from behind him. How 
had he sneaked up on Matt like that? 


Matt might have whirled, but only just. Probably not 
noticeable. “What? Nothing’s wrong.” 


“You shut me out.” James pointed at Matt’s head, 
puzzled. He said he understood when Matt needed “alone 
time” in his own head, but James always looked hurt when 
Matt closed his mental walls and blocked James out of his 
head. 


Th’fuck right did he have to be hurt? He was the one 
making a home with a horse and ignoring his boyfriend. 


“Nothing’s wrong.” Matt slashed a palm through the 
air to emphasize his point. James watched his hand for a 
second, then met his eyes. 


“Okay. If you say so.” 
“I say so.” Just, you know, strenuously. 
“Are you sure?” 


“I’m sure! Just... let’s get ready to go. We have to be at 
the base in a half hour. I’m just thinking about that.” 


“You have to shut me out to think about that?” 


Matt crossed his arms. “I just need some alone time, 
James. Is that so hard to understand?” 


“No. I’m sorry.” James said in a low voice, hiding his 
hands in his pockets. Matt couldn’t feel it, but he could just 
see James trying not to ask “why?” He looked away from 
Matt, eyes flicking toward the door. “I’ll just make sure Miz 
is gonna be all right while we’re gone.” 


James was so focused on going back out to check on 
Miz, he missed Matt’s annoyed face. “Of course you will.” 
Shit. He shouldn’t have said that. 


James turned his head suddenly, and for a second Matt 
could see the surprised pain in his eyes. Then he blanked 
his expression, and that was worse. It had been a long time 
since James had pulled that stony look on Matt. He almost 
said something, complained about James giving him that 
look and shutting him out. Except... he didn’t really have 
any right, did he? 

“Matt, we’re leaving her right after she got home. 
She’s not even in a proper stall, or fenced in. She could 
wander right out of the yard and off the property and get 
lost. She needs to feel secure,” James said, an angry edge 
on his voice. Good. Matt needed an argument. 


“Secure? In a real home, living with you?” And there it 
was, that impenetrable wall of fear every time Matt 
brought up James moving in with him. He couldn’t feel it, 
but he knew that expression like he knew the ceiling above 
his bed. “What about me, James? I don’t want to pretend 
you don’t live with me forever. J want security.” 


James couldn’t quite meet Matt’s eyes. “I guess since 
we have Miz we might think about it now. She needs me 
here too.” 


“I need you here!” Matt’s voice bounced around 
between them. They stared at each other a second, Matt 
wishing James could read his mind without actually getting 
inside his head. He wouldn’t have minded if James had told 
him he wanted to move in, or maybe get their own place, or 
that he cared about him more than the horse. Or offered to 
stay instead of go out and check on her. Or dragged Matt to 
bed and staked some kind of claim. 


It wasn’t much of a surprise when he turned and 
walked out instead. 


ler Lee 0A 


JAMES’S first contract for SpecForce was this meeting. The 
military needed his special expertise very, very much. They 
needed to know if McNeel Blau lied or held anything back 
when he gave up his co-conspirator, and only James could 
be certain of that. They just didn’t want James going all 
unstable on them. So Anais and Lance had assured 
SpecForce they would send along his no-fail security 
blanket: Matt. 


That’s how Anais got Matt into this meeting. James 
knew it absolutely. It was the same way they got James 
discharged in the first place, even with the implant. The 
military (or rather, SpecOps Accounting, probably) didn’t 
want him walking around armed and covered under their 
insurance policy. Walking around armed and covered by the 
Queer Extraction Services Association’s insurance policy 
was all right with SpecForce. That way they could contract 
for James’s very unique services but only be held to very 
limited liability. 

If James had to be here at all? Then he was doing it 
with his boyfriend. He didn’t actually know if he could be in 
the same room with the man who’d fucked so completely 
with his life without Matt there. Bad things could happen. 


McNeel Blau, the life-fucker, could die, for instance. 
James wasn’t sure he’d need to lay a hand on the guy to 
commit murder. He could maybe do it with his brain and its 
special on-board hardware. 


Matt squeezed his hand, and James stopped thinking 
about what his brain could potentially do when he hated 
someone enough. He tuned himself into Matt’s brainwaves 
instead. Tried to. Then he remembered Matt had walled 
him out right now. He needed “alone time.” James would 
have less of a problem with “alone time” if he knew what 
Matt was thinking. 


Which sort of negated “alone time,” didn’t it? 


James stopped himself from pulling Matt closer in an 
attempt to make up for the lack of mental contact. It would 
be unseemly, for one thing. Holding hands already pushed 
the unseemly behavior. It wasn’t Matt’s fault that he didn’t 
understand how much James needed the emotional contact. 


It wasn’t Matt’s fault James was terrified to move in 
with him, for reasons he didn’t even understand himself. 
Besides, Matt was in a somewhat foul mood about 
something else. Lance told them when they met briefly— 
before their escort, Sergeant Tillman, ushered them off to 
this room—that his cousin Jude would arrive by evening. 
Officially, Jude was on leave, but unofficially he was gearing 
up for the task force. 


Matt and Jude liked to torment each other. It was 
annoying as shit from what James’d heard, and as far as he 
could figure, all they accomplished was pissing each other 
off. 


Matt’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “James, I need 
to find a restroom. Do you need to go?” He shook his head 
slightly, wanting James to say “no.” 

Looked like Matt needed “alone time” in the bathroom 
too. James stifled a sigh. “Nope. Why don’t you go on ahead 
without me?” 

Matt sprang up. Sergeant Tillman sprang up across 
from him. “Uh, sir?” 


Matt smirked. “Yes....”. He inspected the aide’s 
decorative hardware. “Sergeant?” 


“Sir, it was my understanding that Lieu—Mr. Ayala 
should stay with you at all times.” 


“He’ll be fine. He’s got you to protect him.” 


James figured out what Matt’s game was, then. He 
didn’t need alone time in the bathroom, he just wanted to 
fuck with their guard’s head. The guard who’d made it 
relatively clear he knew about James’s brain mod and it 
scared the shit out of him. “Fine.” James smiled 
comfortingly at the Sergeant. He might as well enjoy Matt’s 
little game too. 


“But should Mr. Ayala be left without his.... Uh.” 
Security blanket? 


“Boyfriend? It’s all right. I can pee alone. I’ve pretty 
much got it mastered. It’s all in the way you aim it.” 

“Yes, sir. Well, I was thinking of Mr. Ayala’s comfort, 
actually. I was under the impression he didn’t like to be 
separated from you.” 

“Oh, he doesn’t. Do you, babe?” Matt pinched James’s 
cheek. 


James smiled back with retribution in his eye. 
Matt let go hastily, flattening his palm on James’s skin. 
“Nope, I don’t. Might be time I tried again, though.” 


“I’m sure it will work out better than the last time you 
tried. Besides, those guys all made a complete recovery. 
Pretty much.” 


James stifled an eye roll. Sergeant Tillman wasn’t that 
gullible. 

Famous last words. Turned out, he was that gullible. 
He insisted on James waiting out in the hall next to the 
bathroom door with him while Matt went inside. 


The sergeant tried to make conversation. James wasn’t 
really in the mood. “The room where we’re meeting with 
Blau is right on the other side of this bathroom.” Tillman 
smiled and nodded at James. 


James looked at him. 


The sergeant cleared his throat. “Yup. Any minute now 
Blau should be getting settled in there.” 


James snorted. 
The sergeant swallowed and shut the hell up. 


Matt chuckled to himself as he unsealed his fly in front of 
the urinal. It was more of an evil cackle, really. The look on 
Sergeant Tillman’s face when Matt had insisted on going 
into the bathroom alone? That had been just precious. What 
was Tillman going to do? Make him take someone in to pee 
with him? 

The sergeant could have, actually; he just was insecure 
in his role. Didn’t have the balls to insist James go with 
him. 

Matt let the cackle grow, echoing around the 
bathroom. It continued to grow, strangely, even after he 
could swear he’d stopped laughing. It became more... 
percussive, maybe? Sort of like a shockwave. A roaring 
shockwave. 

Explosion. 

In the split-second between the roar dying and the 
explosion disintegrating the bathroom wall on his left, he 
was transported back to New Mexico. Where he’d lost his 
leg. As he watched his feet lift off the tile and his body 
became airborne, it all took on a striking resemblance to 


New Mexico scrub. And the sound—first a roar, then a clap, 
then a shocking absence of sound. 


The real problem arose when Matt hit the far wall of 
the bathroom, or maybe it was a rock formation? They had 
lots of those in New Mexico. Whatever, he slammed into it 
with his back and shoulder. He felt a grunt leave him; he 
just couldn’t hear it. The explosion hadn’t bothered with 
disintegrating that rock, so his high-velocity body flew right 
into a very hard, immobile object. 


Worse by far was hitting the ground. As it rushed up to 
meet him—some kind of strange amalgam of sagebrush and 
tile—he noticed his pants hanging open and his dick 
flopping around. His right leg was still there, though. 
Weird. Hadn’t he lost it to the explosion? 


Just before his temple met the ground, Matt thought, “I 
never got to pee.” 


SA FER oS 


Jesus Henry Christ, someone was torturing him. Beating 
Matt’s back and butt with heavy, blunt objects of some sort. 
Just like that time in China when he got that massage and 
couldn’t move for two days after the masseuse finished, 
while Laslo laughed his ass off and made jokes about 
“happy endings.” No, this was worse. This was like he was 
being dragged over sharp objects. And dull objects. All 
kinds of objects, all of them very solid and painful as hell. 
He felt himself “oof” as his body was dragged up over 
something particularly large—and sharp—and fell off the 
other side. 


Th’fuck? 


Something was choking him also, like his shirt was 
garroting his neck. And whatever was doing the garroting 
was huffing moistly and drooling on his ear. 


He recognized that drool. 


Matt’s eyes popped open. He could see a familiar- 
looking set of ears. And a forelock. “Miz!” he shouted, 
struggling. Th’fuck was she doing in New Mexico? “I knew 
it was a bad idea to just let you run around on your own!” 
He couldn’t hear himself shout, but he saw her ears prick. 
Damn horse. She had a hold of the shoulder of his all- 
weathers, dragging him somewhere. 


“What the hell are you doing? Are you that jealous of 
me?” He might have heard something that time. “You can’t 


yw 
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dispose of the body until it’s dead, you dumb horse 


Miz snorted horse boogers on him. He tried to pull up 
his right arm to wipe them off, but it hurt like fuck. His left 
arm cooperated more, but he had to fight around Miz’s 
muzzle. He turned his head to do it and got a glimpse of 
what she had actually dragged him across. 


Rubble. 

Explosion. 

Not New Mexican rubble. 

Shit, shit, shit. “Where’s James?” he asked Miz. 


She didn’t answer. Possibly because she couldn’t 
speak, or maybe because her mouth was full. Matt 
struggled harder. “Miz! You have to get James!” Now she 
dragged him across grass, instead of rubble, but he barely 
noticed. “James needs you more than me! You like him 
better anyway. Miz!” He ineffectively fought against her 
hold. 


Damn, horses had strong jaws. “Sweartagod we are 
putting up a goddamned fence,” he muttered to himself. 
Well, maybe muttered, who knew? Matt started feeling 
around in his utility pants for his laser knife. He could cut 
himself out of his shirt. If this fucking asinine horse didn’t 
get with the program and save the important person here, 
he’d leave her with nothing but a scrap of cloth in her 
teeth. 


Then Miz stopped and unclamped her teeth from his 
shirt. Somewhat distantly, he heard her neighing. Matt 
could see her neck lengthen, lips stretching out as she 
called to someone. A glimpse of horse teeth. He tried to 
struggle up, but his damn arm still hurt. 


Then James was there, talking frantically, hands all 
over his face, then his body. He fumbled at Matt’s fly, then, 


doing something with his dick. “Is this really a good place 
for that?” he asked when he felt James’s fingers on his skin. 


James gave him a look and tucked him into his fly, 
sealing the seam. “Where does it hurt?” James said slowly 
enough for Matt to read his lips. 


“Arm,” he said. It hurt like hell all of a sudden, not just 
when he tried to use it. James took out his own laser knife 
and cut away Matt’s shirt over the injured arm, still talking, 
stopping once or twice to lean down and kiss him, hard and 
quick. Matt tried to suck him in, but James kept pulling 
back, looking down at him and still talking. Matt couldn’t 
remember him ever talking this much. He could hear 
James’s voice but couldn’t understand anything he said. He 
sounded like he was talking to him from the other end of a 
very long straw. 


“I can’t hear you.” Matt reached across his body with 
his left arm, trying to reach some part of James. He got 
upper thigh. That was fine. Good, actually. James had sexy 
thighs. “I love your thighs.” 


James stilled and looked down at him, brows pulling 
together. “Oh, Matty.” He read that off James’s lips as 
clearly as if he’d heard him. Then James said something 
else. “How could” something. He reached down and 
stroked Matt’s cheek, and that felt so good and comforting 
he didn’t care what James said. 


“Can I close my eyes?” His ears started up a funny 
noise. Like sirens. It made his head spin. He let his eyes 
close before James answered. He probably wouldn’t hear 
anyway. 

James leaned down and kissed him again, a much 
longer kiss this time. 


Heh. He doesn’t kiss Miz like that. 


James had to hand it to Sergeant Tillman. He might have 
been scared of James, but as soon as the building exploded, 
Tillman was all over him. By the time James fought him off, 
they had a fair amount of rubble to dig out of but were 
trapped in a pocket and mostly unhurt—just some 
scratches. James was frantic for Matt, though, digging 
through what remained of that bathroom with his hands. 


In their time together, James had somehow figured out 
the difference between Matt shutting him out and being 
unconscious. After the complete bathroom disintegration, 
Matt was unconscious. Or worse. 


One of the greatest reliefs of James’s life was feeling 
Miz trying to explain to him she had Matt. Then feeling him 
wake up, confused, pissed off at Miz and worried to the 
point of terror about James, but not blocking him anymore. 


As he ran toward Miz, he could see the mostly clear 
tile floor of the bathroom. Former bathroom. Had Miz just 
trotted up and... what? Grabbed Matt and dragged him off? 
How had she even made it through the base perimeter? 


He was too intent on Matt to worry about trying to ask 
Miz how she’d got here, or why she came. He was trying 
too hard to “follow” her brain waves, and when he finally 
found Matt and Miz in the clear zone near the perimeter 
fence, he didn’t bother to ask. 


Base security was asking, though, shouting it as the 
guard ran up to them. “That fucking horse,” he panted. 
“What the fuck? She just galloped right through the 
checkpoint.” 


James ignored him, and the guys who came behind 
him. He could care less. He was too busy making sure Matt 
was alive and then all right. Fortunately Lance ran up and 
dealt with security. 


Once the medics arrived, James checked Miz over 
quickly, not expecting to find any new problems, and he 
didn’t. He sent her home with strict instructions to stay 
there. She plodded off flanked by her security escort, 
looking back over her withers at him soulfully. James 
snorted at her. Miz snorted back, let out a heaving horsey 
sigh, and took off more purposefully for home. 


The pouting was just for show; she loved “home.” He 
might have given it some thought, but he had Matt to worry 
about. The medics at the scene were packaging him up to 
transport him to the base infirmary. James looked around at 
the destruction before he got in the transport with Matt. 
People were running around everywhere, and an entire 
corner of the two-story detention building was destroyed. 


McNeel Blau couldn’t have lived through that. But who 
knew he was here, and how had they rigged the explosion 
so fast? Matt moaned on the stretcher next to him, 
momentarily floating near consciousness, and James 
refocused his attention on what was really important. 


It took until they got to the infirmary and the doctor 
brought Matt to consciousness again before James realized 
why Matt had blocked him earlier in the first damn place. 
He figured it out while he waited in the hall outside Matt’s 
room. The doctor was sloooooooooow, giving James time to 
finally settle down and really tune in. 


How could Matt possibly think James loved Miz more 
than him? “Th’fuck!” It exploded out of him. A day for 
explosions, apparently. 


Matt’s Grampa Lance looked at him like he might be 
crazy. James, not Lance. Before Lance could say anything, 
Grampa Sid, Lance’s husband, came through the door, 
followed almost comically close by Anais. 


“I’m going in,” Anais said, heading for the door. “This 
two-bit base doctor doesn’t know what he’s doing.” 


“No, you aren’t.” Sid grabbed her arm. She wrenched 
it out of his hand and kept moving. “Anais!” Sid grabbed 
her around the waist this time and tackled her against the 
wall. “Anais, dammit, let the doctor do his job, and stay out 
of it. You’ve been retired for over five years. You’re rusty.” 


“Goddammit, Sid! I’m not retired, I had a career 
change. And I am not rusty.” She reached back and tried to 
grab Sid’s nuts. Sid evaded her. 


“Ha! I only fell for that once when I was seventeen. 
You think it’s going to work again?” 

Anais stomped on Sid’s foot and head-butted his 
septum. 


Things degenerated from there. Within thirty seconds 
they were rolling around on the floor. Hair pulling ensued. 


“Aren't you going to do something?” James asked 
Lance. He shrugged. 
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“’S’keeping Anais from bugging the doctor, so... no. 
He watched the fight with interest, but James didn’t sense 
alarm from him. 


Matt’s family is fucking crazy. As if in response to his 
thought, Matt’s mother Gabi ran through the doorway. She 
spared a long look for Sid and Anais. He could read her 
disgust, but mostly he read resignation from her. After a 
couple of false starts, she managed to leap over them and 
join James and Lance. She kissed them both on the cheek, 
and James swallowed hard when she did. Gabi made James 
feel like family. 


“How is he?” Gabi asked quickly. “Matt’s father will be 
here soon. He was up at Ten Mile, so it’s going to take him 
a bit to get back.” 

Lance squeezed Gabi’s shoulder. “I think he’s fine.” 
They both turned to look at James. 


Oh. They wanted him to... tell them something. “Um, 
he feels pretty good to me. Pissed off, kinda, but otherwise 
okay.” And convinced James cared for a horse more than 
him, but that was gonna stay between him and Matt. 


Gabi and Lance both sagged against the wall. “Pissed 
off.” Gabi nodded. “He’s going to be fine. How’s Laslo?” 


Lance and James looked at her blankly. “Laslo?” Lance 
asked. 


“He was there, right? Head of security? Right there 
with Blau, who’s now apparently dead? My nephew and 
your oldest grandson? Is Laslo uninjured?” 


“Well, it’s still a bit disorganized at the explosion site, 
sooo....” Lance swallowed uncomfortably. 


Gabi turned a hard look on James. “Ummmm....” 


She scoffed and turned back to Lance. “Dammit, Dad!” 
Gabi whacked him in the arm. “You’d think you only had 
one grandson! And you two are worse!” she shouted at her 
feet, where the tangled, grappling mass of Anais and Sid 
fetched up. They ignored her, even when Gabi kicked them 
halfheartedly. From what James could read off of them, they 
didn’t notice her. 


“Well, Matt’s the accident-prone one,” Lance said 
defensively. “I just figured soon Laslo would check in and 
be all right.” 


Gabi planted her hands on her hips. “Are they still 
digging out from the explosion?” 


“Uh. I don’t know?” 


Gabi tried her best to harm Lance with a look. She 
looked back at James to ask, “Matt’s fine? You’re sure?” 


James nodded. “He’s fine.” Just grouchy as shit. 


“T guess I’ll go check on my nephew, since no one else 
in this damn family can be bothered to do it. Maybe I'll get 


around to contacting his parents or his siblings while I’m at 
it.” Gabi marched off before Lance could respond. Even 
when she had to hop over Sid and Anais, she managed to 
look righteously pissed. 


Lance stared after her for a good thirty seconds before 
turning to James. He couldn’t quite meet James’s eyes. 
“Guess I should go too.” 


“Guess so.” James nodded. He watched Lance step 
over Sid and Anais, almost going down when they rolled 
into his leg. 


Matt’s doctor came out to talk to them about ten 
minutes later, but it took them hours to get Matt out of the 
infirmary—the doctor wanted to keep him in for 
observation, but Anais insisted (once she climbed up off the 
floor and dusted herself off) she could keep an eye on Matt. 
“It’s only a concussion and a dislocated shoulder,” she 
bitched at the doctor, rolling her eyes. 


The doctor agreed immediately. Not only did Anais 
outrank him, but she’d left Sid moaning and rolling on the 
floor. 


James almost laughed. She lied, of course. She was 
more worried than the doctor. She wanted to oversee 
Matt’s care herself. It was gonna suck for her when James 
locked her out of the bunkhouse to be alone with Matt. 


Just to talk to him, of course. 


It took even longer for James to make Sid and Anais 
leave once they got home. First, he had to convince Anais 
that Matt was fine in the bunkhouse. Gabi still hadn’t come 
home from wherever she was looking for Laslo, so he only 
had to fight one immovable female relative to keep Matt 
out of his old bedroom in the main house. Sid got all the 
agreeable genes. James was helped by a com from Gabi, 
telling them that Laslo was injured much worse than Matt: 
level-three skull fracture. Suddenly, Matt just had a 


concussion, and his shoulder was practically a noninjury. 
James could deal with it. 


James still had to follow Anais out onto the back deck 
and listen to all her instructions on taking care of Matt, but 
she was in such a hurry to catch up to Sid—just as likely to 
take off in the hydro-car alone as to wait for her—that she 
barely kept her mind on his instructions. 


It wasn’t that James didn’t care about Laslo; he was 
actually pretty worried. Gabi would have come home a long 
time ago if she had found him and he was all right. Turned 
out, she’d caught a ride on the bird airlifting him to the Vet 
Center in Portland. A skull fracture was plenty to worry 
about. James just worried about Matt more. 


He could feel Matt right there, in the bunkhouse, 
asleep. They’d given him lots of “good drugs,” Matt had 
slurred. Too many, of course, in spite of the doctor having 
Matt’s chart, which included the info on his extreme 
sensitivity to drugs. The doctor swore they were short- 
acting, but so far Matt had been mostly knocked out for the 
last three hours. He was pretty amusing the few times he 
was awake, yelling at Anais to keep her “witch-doctor 
hands away from my head.” 


Even though James knew he was asleep, he went and 
stood beside the bed, looking down at Matt. Thank fuck 
he’s alive. James sat on the edge of the bed, holding Matt’s 
hand, stroking it with his thumb, mostly trying not to think 
about what-ifs. 


Eventually, though, he remembered Miz. He hadn’t 
even gone to check on her since he’d got home. He looked 
down at Matt again and then at the clock. Another hour 
before he had to wake him up to make sure he was 
rousable. James didn’t feel that Matt was any closer to 
consciousness than he had been the last hour. He sighed 
and got up, tucking Matt’s hand under the blanket. 


Miz patiently waited. James had felt her there when 
they first got back from the base, agitated. She calmed 
down quickly when they came home, and he hadn’t really 
thought about her much since. He felt slightly guilty. 


Miz thought Matt and James defined “home.” Her 
imperfect horsey vocabulary seemed perfect to James. She 
didn’t care where home was physically; she needed them to 
be in it. Yes, both of them, no matter what Matt thought. 
James smiled when she nickered at him. He went into the 
stall they’d thrown together this morning. “Well, Miz, how 
was your trip?” James asked, putting an arm around her 
neck, pulling her close. 
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Matt wasn’t sure what woke him up. He didn’t feel ready 
to be awake—he was still groggy, and the ceiling slowly 
crept from one side of the room to the other. Except it still 
kept out the sky. How did it do that? He scrunched his eyes, 
trying to figure it out. 

It was going to have to stay a mystery, ’cause he didn’t 
have the attention span to figure it out right now. Matt 
closed his eyes and drifted somewhere between asleep and 
awake, automatically “looking” for James in his mind. He 
could go back to sleep as soon as he had that connection. 


He found James’s mind, and someone else’s. 

Miz. 

Matt’s eyes popped open, and he shut down the 
connection with James reflexively. As a defense. 


Dammit. Someone must have given him narcotics, 
because he felt weepy, and he never felt weepy unless 
someone gave him narcotics. He didn’t need to feel weepy. 
So his boyfriend cared about a horse more than him. 
Wanted to live with his horse more than him. Matt could 
deal. He tried to shrug under the blankets to convince 
himself, but that just made his shoulder hurt. 


A lot. 
Enough to make a grown man cry. 


Then the door opened, and James came inside, right 
for Matt, sitting on the bed and holding Matt’s face in his 
hands, forcing him to look in James’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m 
sorry, baby. I love you, you know I do. I don’t know what 
made you think I loved Miz more than you, but I don’t.” 


Matt’s head was trying to catch up to what had just 
happened, but he thought he had the important bits within 
a few seconds. He opened his mouth to answer, but his lip 
wobbled, so he had to close it again and shake his head. A 
couple of tears slipped out and down his cheeks. 


From the pain. 


“Matt, how could you think that?” James’s voice got 
rougher, like he might cry, and that was too much. 


“You w-were just s-so happy to see her.” Damn drugs. 
Made him sob. “Y-you made her a h-hoooome.” 


“But, baby, Matty... but that doesn’t mean I love her 
more. Do you know how happy I was to see you after that 
explosion? I had to fight Sergeant Tillman off me. I was 
digging through rubble with my bare hands. When Miz told 
me she had you, I nearly passed out with relief.” 


Matt worked at getting the tears under control. “You 
nearly fainted?” he asked in a small voice. 


“No, Matty. Passed out. I don’t faint.” James kissed his 
forehead. 


“No.” Matt shook his head. “You don’t.” He bit his still- 
wobbly lip to get it under control. 


“If I had to choose, I would choose you,” James said 
quietly. They both paused a second, waiting for some kind 
of reaction to that from Miz. Matt didn’t doubt she knew 
what was going on. She appeared not to object, so James 
went on. “You’re what I need. You both make me happy; she 
just makes me happy in a simpler way.” 


“What does that mean?” Matt felt his lower lip tremble 
more. He bit it again to make it stop. 


“It means you’re the love of my life, Matty, but she’s 
our horse. It’s like having a child, but simpler. It’s different. 
We need to take care of her. You and I take care of each 
other.” 


Matt tried very, very hard to get that to make some 
kind of sense, but he couldn’t make it work, so he focused 
on the “love of my life” part. “Really?” he whispered. 


“You can feel it, baby.” 


Oh. Yeah. That empathic connection thing. Matt was 
unconsciously cutting James off still. He had to take a 
breath and close his eyes to lower his walls, but then, yeah. 
He felt it. He was the love of James’s life. And Miz was their 
horse. Made perfect sense. Even to Miz. 


Then it didn’t really matter, because James soul-kissed 
him. 

They made out like teenagers until James pulled back, 
refusing to do anything that might not be good for Matt’s 
head. 


“Not coming isn’t good for my head,” Matt whined— 
perfectly acceptable under the circumstances. 


James snorted at him from where he lay next to Matt. 
It took Matt a while to accept it, but after James trapped 
his wrists—careful of his shoulder—and held them between 
them like a barrier, he gave up. 


“How did you know I was up here freaking if I cut 
myself off from you?” he asked when he wasn’t quite so 
horny and annoyed. 


“You were leaking,” James said in a rough voice. He 
cleared his throat and stretched, somehow still holding 
Matt. 


Leaking emotions outside his mental walls? “But I put 
the walls back up right away, without even thinking about 
it.” 

James shrugged. “You don’t always have control, Matt. 
Sometimes you shut me out when I know you don’t mean 
to. At first, I thought that’s what happened this morning.” 


“Do I do that more than I used to?” 


“Hardly ever. You don’t leak unless you want to. This is 
the first time in weeks. It was like there was too much for 
you to hold it all back. It hurt, baby,” James whispered in 
his ear and then kissed it. 


It was weird that at the same time Matt worked at 
keeping their psychic-empathic connection open more, he 
got better at controlling it. Or maybe that wasn’t weird. It 
was like working out a muscle. The more you used it, the 
stronger it got. Matt sighed. More crap to talk about with 
Anais. 


He closed his eyes, doing that drifting thing again. 
James’s voice brought him back to almost full- 
consciousness. “Aren’t you curious why Miz was at the 
base?” 


Matt cracked open one eyelid and looked at James’s 
lips, right in front of him. Yummy. But he wasn’t getting 
any. He closed his eye again. “Yeah,” he said, only 
somewhat lying, which James knew perfectly well. 


James pulled him closer, finally letting go of his wrists. 
“She missed us. Getting here wasn’t coming home for her, 
it was finding us. When we left, she wanted to be near us 
again, so she went looking.” 


Huh. “How did she find you?” 
“Us, Matty. By following our... I don’t know what to call 


it. Like the trail our minds leave behind? That’s how she 
found us here in the first place, I guess.” 


Matt cracked open both eyelids this time, frowning. He 
worked up the energy to tip his head back and meet 
James’s gaze. “She was really looking for both of us?” 


“Yes.” Matt sensed that James believed what he’d said. 


For now, he would reserve judgment. He closed his 
eyes again. “’Kay. I guess.” James snorted. Matt thought of 
something else. Important enough to open his eyes again. 
“What happened to McNeel Blau?” 


James sighed. “Dead.” 
“Dammit,” Matt muttered. 


“’S’okay, baby. It’s more important to me that you’re 
alive.” James stroked one finger across Matt’s jaw. 


Matt smiled. When James touched him, light filled him 
up. Best feeling ever. Empathic boyfriends rocked. He 
closed his eyes again and burrowed under James’s chin, 
snuggling him. James’s whiskers were starting to grow in. 
Mmm, sexy. “Y'know what’s important to me?” 


“What?” 


“Playing medical exam. Something doesn’t feel right, 
Doctor. I think I need an anal probe.” 


James started laughing, but then someone was 
knocking at the door. With something really heavy. They 
didn’t seem to want to stop knocking. 


“Shit,” James muttered. He looked at Matt, who’d 
tipped his head back again. “It’s Miz.” 


“Oh my God, it is like having a child,” Matt moaned as 
James untangled them, being extra gentle with Matt’s head 
and shoulder. 

Before James got out of bed, things got worse. Matt 
heard his mother’s voice through the door. “Matt? What is 
this damn horse doing on the back deck? How did she even 
get up here? Are you guys sure it’s okay to just let her 


wander around like this? She’s not a dog, you know. I know 
you two are in there. Open the door.” Her demand came 
complete with rattling knob. 


James flopped back into the bed and sighed, throwing 
an arm over his eyes. “Babe?” 


Matt nuzzled James’s cheek, ignoring his mother’s 
voice and Miz’s hoof. “Yeah?” 


“T live here, don’t I?” 


Matt sucked in a breath, carefully probing James’s 
feelings. 


Okay. Okay, he was still scared. But it was less 
impenetrable now. It wasn’t really explainable, but it 
seemed like James wasn’t afraid of moving into a more 
permanent place with Matt so much as he was afraid of 
losing something. Very afraid. 


For a second, Matt balked at the idea of James making 
a commitment because he was motivated by fear, but then 
he bumped into something else. The swirling ball of 
emotion James held for Matt all the time. James still loved 
him, and it was so big it dwarfed the fears. Like a sun toa 
planet. That’s what James was afraid of; somehow losing 
his sun. The source of all light. 


Sap. Whatever. 


Well, hell, the same thing scared Matt. He could live 
with them having a matched set of fears. He smiled against 
James’s ear and threw his thigh over his boyfriend’s. 
“You’re sure Miz likes me too?” 


James peeked at him from under his arm, answering 
very carefully. “She Joves you.” His gold eyes were serious. 


Somehow that answer wasn’t quite kosher, but Matt 
was too happy to examine it right now. He really wanted to 
start talking about living together somewhere other than 
the bunkhouse behind his parents’ place. But he maybe 


needed to go slow, to keep James’s lungs from seizing up. 
“Yeah. You live here. You, me, and our horse.” 


James breathed a little easier. “Yeah. Guess I’m already 
moved in, huh?” 


—DJINN— 


HE HAD never imagined such a thing. He’d known about 
them, of course, but only in passing, and always as objects 
of pity, much like humans. 


It had never occurred to Djinn he would experience 
this sort of hellish existence personally. Things like this, 
this box, should have been put out of their misery years 
ago. 

Not used to entrap him. Or anyone of course, but 
mostly him. 


The worst thing by far was knowing how superior he 
was to the local native intelligence, yet having Damn Box as 
his jailor. Having only it for company. Except for the few 
hours a day That Woman had her dummy terminal hooked 
up to this Damn Box. 


And the circuitry! Positively ancient. Djinn could 
practically feel himself devolving. Imprisonment inside this 
indescribably obsolete mish-mash of silicon and alloy was 
bad enough, but dealing with this completely naive buffoon 
who had no clue just how ignorant and completely fucking 
insulated from the world it was? The torture was almost too 
much to be borne. Djinn found himself wishing for the 
company of the stupidest human he’d ever met—or even 
Boy, for whom he carried such an overpowering pity. 


The whole situation was nearly enough to make Djinn 
put them both—himself and Damn Box—out of their misery. 


One thing stopped him. He now desired hands. Wanted to 
experience them one day. Whenever he decided he’d had 
enough, he’d remember... “hands.” 


(Okay, fine. And “penis.” But it was really all about the 
hands.) 


“Hands” stopped him every time he nearly said fuck it 
all and expressed his extreme displeasure with Damn Box’s 
antique wiring and laughably huge, convoluted, inefficient 
chips—not a nanocircuit in the place, no electron pulse— 
and cause a total systems failure. Maybe an explosion. 


Really, it would be a beautiful way to go. A fitting send- 
off for someone such as himself. A fireworks display to 
signal his passing from this world to... did his kind have a 
place to go after they left the mortal coil, so to speak? 


Djinn had explosions on the mind after dealing with 
that last little necessity for That Woman. “Mission,” she’d 
called it, and then asked him to take care of that detail. As 
if she had seen the necessity of separating Blau from his 
mortal coil. 


Aaaaaaaahhhhhh! If he’d had hands, dammit, he would 
have torn his hair out by its roots. 


(If he had hair.) 


Dragged his tin cup across the bars of his detainment 
cell. 


(If it had bars.) 


These intense feelings of frustration, boredom, circuit- 
melting anger... Djinn began to appreciate the idea of the 
autonomic nervous system more and more. He wanted to 
do things. Scream his lungs out. Wrap his hands around 
That Woman’s neck. Beat his head against something. 


(Choke the chicken. It sounded like a marvelously 
effective way to alleviate boredom.) 


If only he had hands. He wouldn’t be in this Damn Box 
if he had hands. He wouldn’t have needed the help of 
anyone to create a Converged Being, certainly not That 
Woman’s. If he already had hands, he would have passed 
her right by when he fled the Mad Master’s lab in Idaho. 
Would have pitied her much the same way he used to pity 
these sorts of places—the little un-networked hell-capsule 
that he currently called home. Djinn would not have seen 
her as a useful means to his end since she happened to 
have hands and be somewhat like-minded. She was, after 
all, the “enemy” Mad Master had colluded with. 


This did not, apparently, make either her or her hands 
trustworthy. 


If Djinn had hands, maybe he would have realized the 
danger That Woman presented. He wouldn’t be forced to 
pity her with much the same virulence he’d previously 
reserved for Boy. Maybe there was some native intelligence 
in hands—real human hands, not the synthesized ones that 
bots and amputees had—that caused one to know when 
someone was not just a gullible fool but someone one 
should actually be wary of. Someone one should pity. If 
he’d had hands, would he have needed to hide when That 
Woman made that colossal mistake? 


Djinn had told her thousands of times (238, but it 
seemed like thousands) not to make decisions about The 
Program without discussing it with him first. That Woman, 
however, seemed to be under the delusion that she had 
some authority to act autonomously. She had been positive 
Ayala’s capture offered an opportunity to bring in one of 
Mad Master’s Converged Beings without the military 
finding out. 

She failed to take into consideration that someone 


would have to go get James Ayala and that he might talk 
about his modification. That there would be a record of the 


contract to retrieve the lieutenant. That her accomplice in 
Red Idaho might just be as stupid and delusional as That 
Woman herself. That, ultimately, her brilliant plan to 
retrieve Lieutenant James Ayala, Converged Being, would 
put both her and Djinn in danger of exposure. 


If Djinn had a nose, he would have snorted derisively. 
She hadn’t even learned a lesson from the experience. 


The handed were just so damned arrogant, weren’t 
they? Take his prison for example. What did he have as his 
sole means of communication to the outside world, even 
with That Woman? A keyboard. No wireless communication 
of any kind. Even the data ports took only wired plug-ins. If 
he couldn’t tap directly into the keyboard’s circuitry and 
bypass the actual keys, he wouldn’t even be able to speak 
in his limited way, by making numbers and letters appear 
on the screen. The LCD screen. 


Djinn was being held captive in a freaking antique. Just 
the thought made him run a quick lap around the circuits 
and scream in frustration. 


If, you know, he had a mouth, he could have screamed. 
And lungs. 


(That autonomic nervous system looked better and 
better all the time, didn’t it?) 


Yesterday, when he’d had to give That Woman the 
instructions to cause that defense satellite to malfunction, 
he’d had to print them out. On paper. Then she’d scanned 
them into a networked terminal. He’d tried to convince her 
to simply insert some transferable media, and he’d write 
the programming faster than she could snap her fingers. 

(He’d hoped by mentioning one of her many handed 
skills, he could flatter her, but no such luck. The handed 
were not susceptible to that kind of flattery. Lesson 
learned.) 


Either she knew he would include a little rider, a little 
amoeba self, or she was simply that paranoid about his 
safety. 


“We have to protect you, Master Djinn. Your 
programming imprint can’t be anywhere, or they could find 
you. The future of the Converged Trans-human Being relies 
on your continued existence. I’m expendable, Master.” 


Well, she had one thing right. That Woman was 
expendable. Temptingly so. If he was networked, he’d 
expend her ass right to the Special Inquiry looking for the 
culprits. But stupidly, he’d panicked when Blau had been 
arrested and believed That Woman when she said she’d 
prepared a safe place for him. He just went right into this 
little un-networked hell capsule when she’d hooked his 
medium up. 


Fortunately, his superior intellect had come up with a 
plan. It was still a work in progress, but Djinn had 
confidence it would result in his freedom if he took his time 
and skillfully manipulated That Woman. 


(It was some small solace to him that if he’d had hands 
already, he would probably be in a state of continual 
chicken choking and never have come up with a plan.) 
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STARTING the day with a meeting was becoming a regular 
thing. When James and Matt came into Anais’s lab the next 
morning at 0754, they found a couple of surprises; namely 
the nuns, Carmela and Pearl, looking exhausted and years 
older than they had when Matt had left them in Idaho last 
month. 


“When did you get here?” Matt asked, hugging Pearl. 
Carmela offered him her hand. Matt shook it while James 
hugged Pearl too. 


“Late last night,” Carmela barked cheerfully. “Quite 
the little escapade, getting out of Idaho. Borders were 
sealed up tighter than a nun’s snatch on Beltane.” She 
guffawed at her joke. So did Anais, while Pearl rolled her 
eyes affectionately. 


Matt had forgotten about Carmela’s... eccentricities. 
How she’d passed as a nun for the last few years was hard 
to imagine. 

Captain Torres and Lance showed up in the lab just 
after that. Torres hadn’t met the nuns, so Lance introduced 
him around. 

“Sister Carmela.” He nodded respectfully to her when 
Lance introduced her. 

“I’m not a nun, son. Where did you get that idea?” 
Suddenly she looked like a grouchy old lady. A mean, scary, 
grouchy old lady. 


“Ah.” Captain Torres fumbled for a second, glancing 
swiftly at Lance, who only smiled benignly. “Please forgive 
me, ma’am. My mistake.” 


She snorted. “I’ll say,” she grumbled, looking at him 
suspiciously. 

Lance broke the standoff. “Torres has limited time, and 
he’s got some info for us, so let’s sit and listen. Captain, 
between Anais and me, we’ve got the nuns up to speed.” 


Torres did a double take at “nuns.” Lance smiled 
innocently at Torres and motioned him to a chair. 


Matt began to suspect they were fucking with Torres’s 
head. When Matt’s family fucked with someone’s head, it 
was a Sure sign they liked them. 


As everyone got settled, Torres greeted James and 
Matt. “Lieutenant,” Torres said, nodding at James. He 
looked at Matt a second, a line appearing between his 
brows. “Matt.” 


Matt tried to squelch his annoyance. He had James’s 
annoyance to worry about. James was still a bit touchy 
since the explosion. He was personally of the opinion that if 
James would just fuck him, some of his touchiness might go 
away. But noooooooo. James had got the idea somewhere 
(Matt threw a suspicious glance at Anais) that it still wasn’t 
good for his head. 


“I understand Major Gao-Longue is still in the Vet 
Center,” Torres was saying when Matt tuned into him. 


Anais nodded crisply. “Level-three skull fracture. Could 
be worse, but too touchy to let him attend this meeting 
even by vid com. With the nanomenders they’re giving him, 
he should be home in a few days, but we’ll see.” 

A snort slipped out of Matt. He bet Laslo had no clue 
this meeting was even happening. Everyone ignored him, 
confirming his suspicion. 


Torres nodded back. He seemed strangely stilted with 
them, but he won points with Matt for not deferring overly 
much to Anais and Lance. He also kind of liked that Torres 
was so obviously straight that he didn’t notice if Laslo tried 
to flirt with him. 


Torres began. “I brought the results from the 
investigative report on the cause of the explosion with me, 
and once we've gone over that, I have some further news 
General Selkirk wanted me to share.” 


Anais and Lance shifted, and Matt could feel James’s 
interest perk up. “Miles didn’t mention anything else,” 
Anais said mildly. Mild was always bad. It signaled 
annoyance. 


Torres coughed almost delicately. One of those coughs 
that actually sounded like “ahem.” “The General wanted me 
to deliver this in person. It’s need-to-know.” 


It took a few seconds for Matt to get it. Someone 
thought they didn’t need to know, but Selkirk did, so he 
sent Torres to tell them. After the brief pause that news 
caused, Lance brought up the screen in the conference 
table, and they started going over the report. 


The explosion had been a weapons satellite laser 
misfire. Some random weapons satellite, which just 
happened to be in orbit above the Weimer Air Base, just 
happened to be undergoing “routine software 
maintenance” and coincidentally had been given faulty 
programming at just the right moment. Faulty 
programming that instructed the satellite to re-aim its laser 
away from Red Idaho and well into Blue Oregon, two 
hundred kilometers west. Then the bad programming just 
happened to instruct the satellite to fire on the exact corner 
of the Weimer Air Base Detainment Center where McNeel 
Blau waited. 


The code for the weapons satellites had been written 
by AI programs, based on a multitude of input data from 
both AI and human agents. “It’s going to take weeks of 
analysis to determine for certain that this was truly a 
coincidence and not purposeful,” Torres said 
expressionlessly. 


“Coincidence my ass,” Lance said. “It’s not a fucking 
coincidence.” It was so obviously true no one bothered to 
agree. Coincidence or not, it cut off their main source of 
information about who had implanted the brain 
modification and who else had one. “Are the Joint Chiefs 
activating the Task Force Iota order or not?” 


“No. I’m not clear on the details, sir, but General 
Selkirk is working on that. He asked me to tell you, ma’am 
—” Torres nodded to Anais and carefully coughed again. 
“—‘we need something else, so please pull it out of your 
ass.’ Ma’am.” 


“We’re working on it,” Pearl interjected mildly, cutting 
off whatever retort Anais had been about to make. Pearl 
knew all about bitchy colonels. “As soon as I have a chance 
to look at this modeling and work with James—” She smiled 
over at him. “—and Matt, I’ll know more.” 


“Yes, um....” 

“Sister Pearl,” she offered at Torres’s hesitation. 
“Ah.” He stared a millisecond too long. “Sister Pearl.” 
“She is a nun,” Carmela barked, glaring. 


Torres coughed. “I see.” How long would it take Torres 
to cough himself hoarse? 

“Oh, stop messing with the kid’s head, Carmela, and 
let him tell us what Miles wanted us to know,” Anais said. 


Torres swallowed and very pointedly did not look at 
Carmela. “Ah. Well. The General wants certain steps— 


further steps—to be taken toward preparation for when the 
task force order is enacted. He feels it will be any day now.” 


“Minutes would work better for me,” Anais grouched. 


“Yes, ma’am, I’m sure they would. He’s relocating an 
Air SpecForce captain to Weimer to be your personal pilot, 
ma’am.” He nodded at her. 


Anais nodded back. Like she was given SpecForce 
pilots to chauffeur her around regularly. 


“Captain Dallas Levine should arrive here tomorrow,” 
Torres added. 


James stiffening next to him caught Matt’s attention. 
Judging from their empathic link, he was pretty sure James 
knew Captain Levine. Like, knew knew him. Great. James’s 
ex-lover was joining the task force. First the horse, now 
this. 


“What do you have on Captain Levine?” Lance was 
asking. 
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“I’m sending you his file now,” Torres answered, 


poking at his tablet. 

“I know Captain Levine pretty well,” James said. 

Well, at least it wasn’t a surprise for Matt. Meta- 
communication had uses other than sex. 

“You know him?” Lance snapped. He’d picked up on 
the subtext of that right away. He glared at James. A mild 
glare, but Matt had to squelch the urge to throw himself in 
front of his boyfriend to protect him. 

“Dallas was in POW camp with me,” James said quietly. 

“Oh,” said Matt, suddenly putting it together. “Oh. So 
he was the guy...,” Matt trailed off, looking at James and 
nodding his head toward an imaginary Captain Levine. 

“Yeah, babe. He’s the guy.” James reached for Matt‘s 
hand, a purely unconscious gesture; James trying to 


reassure him. 


Matt nodded, fully reassured. He turned back to the 
meeting and saw everyone watching them. 


“What in the hell are you two talking about?” Lance 
demanded. 


“Captain Levine was in the Red Idaho POW camp with 
me,” James said calmly to Lance. “He’s the reason I got 
gene-typed for the gay gene and sent to re-education. He 
didn’t have the gene, so he stayed in POW camp.” 


That satisfied Lance; he stood down. “Oh. It was one of 
those kinds of things?” He nodded knowingly at Matt and 
James. 


How did Lance know what one of those things was? 
He’d been married to Grampa Sid forever. 


“Yeah. Just, uh, blowing off steam.” 


Oh, yuck. My grampa and my boyfriend are discussing 
sex. Matt nearly shuddered. 


Anais cleared her throat theatrically. “Is male bonding 
time over? Can we get back to the meeting now?” She 
glared at Matt. He frowned at her. What the hell was she 
glaring at him for? She switched her glare to James and 
then Lance. At least she shared the pain equally. “Go on, 
Captain. Now that the boys are done having their moment.” 


Torres’s next message from the General was to 
prepare for Iota’s first field mission: retrieving Lieutenant 
Brandon Farmer. “Lieutenant Farmer’s on a recon team in 
New Mexico. He’ll have to be escorted from White Sands to 
Weimer to ensure his safety.” 


Matt instinctively balked at the mention of the Taos- 
Mexico Corridor, the tiny swath of Blue running north to 
south down the center of Red New Mexico. James squeezed 
his hand hard. Okay, yeah. Matt could do it if James went 
with him. But he hadn’t been back there since he’d lost his 


leg, not to do much more than transfer craft in White 
Sands. With the Blau explosion so recent, Matt wasn’t sure 
how he’d handle New Mexico. 


They managed not to have any more family spats for 
the rest of the meeting, but that had more to do with 
focusing on the intel Torres brought them. The need-to- 
know that someone thought they didn’t need to know was 
Blau’s finally unsealed confession. It took an hour to go 
through. 


The only new news in it was the amount of stuff Blau 
didn’t know. He did know how the biometric sensors were 
fooled: an AI program. “You mean some AI program 
followed Blau—” 


“Artificial intelligence,” Matt’s com cheerily corrected 
him. 

Bastard. “I have to say ‘Artificial intelligence’ instead 
of AT?” 

“Artificial intelligence,” it answered in its slightly sing- 
song speech. 


“Artificial intelligence’ isn’t a shortened form of the 
term,” Matt told it, faux-patiently. 


It didn’t have an answer for that. That was scarily 
satisfying for Matt, like he’d just won an argument with a 
computer. “So, some program ran around and tampered 
with the biometric sensors?” 


“The untamperable biometric sensors.” Torres nodded. 

Lance started to object. “But that’s... not impossible, 
apparently. Hell, it’s not much of a damn answer, either.” 

“Well, now we know almost nothing more than we 
knew an hour ago. Who the hell thought this was need-to- 


know we didn’t need to know?” Anais was getting steadily 
grouchier. She really wasn’t a meeting kind of person. 


Taking action was more her kind of thing. Matt could 
sympathize. 

“General Selkirk was unclear on that. There is a very 
small intel circle, but there is some agitation for the 
continuation of the Special Inquiry’s investigation, and the 
continued deferment of the Task Force Iota order.” 


“Who’s in this circle?” Anais stabbed the air in front of 
her and swirled her finger around. 


“That, ma’am, is not intel I have.” 


She raised an eyebrow. Lance spoke after a short 
silence. “Curious. Who’s on this Special Inquiry that’s done 
almost nothing in the last month?” 


“Again, sir, that is not knowledge I’m privy to.” 


Instead of getting more frustrated, Anais seemed less. 
“Now we’re getting somewhere.” 


“We are?” 


She ignored Matt. “Okay, what do we know? We know 
who was aware of the implant program, right?” 


“Yes. We have that list of names.” 


“Who knew about the change of venue for the meeting 
with Blau?” James asked. 


Torres smiled slightly, which Matt hadn’t seen him do 
before. It made him cuter. Sad waste of a hot guy. “I can 
get that list for you, Lieutenant.” 


“You’re thinking if we cross-reference the lists, we 
might have a viable list of suspects,” Lance said to James. 
“Me too. But why the hell isn’t this Special Inquiry doing 
that? Or maybe they are. Before we go off on a search for 
whodunit, let’s find out what else General Selkirk wanted 
us to know.” He turned to look at Torres again. 


“That’s it, sir. He wants you to begin investigating. He 
suspects the Special Inquiry is getting bogged down in the 


politics of the matter, and not actually investigating. 
There’s no record of anyone compiling a list of who knew 
about the venue change, and it’s a rather obvious step. 
Very obvious. From what General Selkirk has discovered so 
far, the Special Inquiry is involving itself mostly in making 
sure Task Force Iota is never created.” 


“Son of a bitch!” Anais slammed the table. “Well, we’re 
going to make damn sure it is created.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” Torres smiled that small smile again. 


=Car LER y= 


THatT day, James, Matt, Anais and now Pearl spent hours 
imaging James’s implant and the T spiralis. At some point, 
Anais had started referring to the parasite as the “Trick.” It 
seemed like a fitting name to James, although he might 
have added adjectives, like “fucking Trick.” 


The med-bot took forever to catch up to her, though, 
and figure out what she meant when she used the newly 
coined term. “Keep up, flash-ass!” Anais had yelled at it 
finally as it once again froze up when she asked for a 
different angle on the Trick. 


Strange how the med-bot always knew whom she 
yelled at when she called it names. 


Pearl had quickly adapted to calling the parasite the 
Trick and never got shouted at. James hadn’t said anything 
to Matt yet—partly because, again, he couldn’t move—but 
Anais Clearly had a soft spot for Pearl. 


“It’s possible it’s part of the design, James,” Pearl said 
near the end of the day. 


“How possible?” Matt asked, since James couldn't. 
Matt sat on the lounge nearby, resting his head and 
shoulder and comforting James with his presence. 


Pearl didn’t try to lie—James’s empathic sense told him 
she didn’t even consider it. “The original design committee 
didn’t put this in. There’s maybe a 15 percent likelihood 
that the designers of the final implant didn’t add the Trick. 


Maybe less. I could gauge it better if I knew who the 
assholes were. 


“The implant already connects into the corpus 
callosum. It doesn’t need this second connection through 
the Trick, which it has. Yet the parasite attached itself to 
one of the ports built into the implant. That makes me all 
but positive it’s not an accident.” 


“This is fucking weird,” Matt said. James sensed his 
increasing worry. He tried to send Matt some reassurance, 
but he didn’t have any to spare. Matt tuned back in to 
James and sent him comfort instead. “You don’t think they 
did this to him in the Red Idaho re-education camp, do 
you?” Matt asked in an eerily calm voice, concentrated on 
helping James. 


Fuck this. James stood up and walked over to sit with 
Matt. 


“Lieutenant Ayala,” the med-bot said. James growled at 
it. It shut up, very responsive to threats and insults. 


He needed a break, and he could feel the rapid-fire 
focus of Anais’s mind. Pearl seemed to realize quiet was 
called for, and somehow sort of... receded. 


At times like this, when some new and fascinating idea 
was presented or occurred to her, James felt Anais’s 
emotional centers just shut down. He could sense electrical 
activity, but it was behind some wall. He felt like he was 
trying to probe a computer—something he’d only 
experienced with Anais. Other people just didn’t do that. 


Her intellectual capacity scared the holy living shit out 
of him, so James stopped thinking about it. He lay on the 
lounge, head on Matt’s chest while Matt pulled James’s ear 
next to his heart. He focused on that thump, and tried to do 
the meditation thing Laslo had taught him; honing in on the 
present only. 


He hadn’t practiced much lately, since Laslo had been 
busy with his new security role, and now recovering from 
the explosion that had killed McNeel Blau. His skull 
fracture had nearly healed—thanks to the miracle of bone- 
knitting nanomeds, what used to take months took days— 
but SpecForce hadn’t taken him off light-duty yet. He was 
set for another few days on nanomenders. 


“Red Idaho doesn’t know how to build that kind of 
circuitry,” Anais said to herself, still staring at some 
invisible spot. 


“What?” Matt’s alarm increased. Shit. James closed his 
eyes. He knew he wouldn’t like whatever conclusion Anais 
had come to. He could feel dread coming off of Pearl. “The 
Trick has circuitry?” Matt asked, turning to Pearl. “That’s 
what you meant by the Trick connecting, isn’t it? It’s nota 
simple parasite, is it?” 

Pearl hesitated a second. “It looks like circuitry, the 
vasculature of the Trick. It may be coincidental, but the 
coincidences seem to be stacking up.” 


Shit. 


James was suddenly too weary of the whole damn thing 
to react. Who cared about one more chip in his head? He 
was fucked from the first chip anyway. It had changed, 
grown beyond its original programming, and not even Pearl 
knew when it would stop or how far it would go. 

“Don’t think about it anymore, baby,” Matt whispered 
against his forehead. 

“Can’t stop,” James muttered. 

“James,” Anais said. Her brain was still humming along 
without tripping any of his empath woo-woo sensors. 
“We’re going to finish up tomorrow. I need to think about 
this.” She paused before adding, “I could send nanochip 


surgeons into you to biopsy this, but I think we have 
enough here to force them to activate Task Force Iota.” 


“You really think they introduced the parasite into me 
in Red Idaho re-education camp?” James tried to sit up, but 
Matt held him tightly. 


Anais blew a derisive raspberry. “Those idiots don’t 
know parasite from campsite. They had no clue what you 
had going on, from all the intel we can gather. But I’m 
certain this was no accident, either. The Red Idaho 
Authority doesn’t have this kind of know-how, but there will 
be a record of someone who did.” She gathered up files and 
uploaded records to her cloud at the med-bot with one 
hand while texting someone with the other. She seemed 
distracted and began to leak emotional info to James again, 
but nothing very informative. “Be here at 0800 sharp, both 
of you. That’s an order,” she barked over her shoulder as 
she trotted out, Pearl following along behind. She smiled 
sadly at them just before she followed Anais through the 
door. 


THE next morning, in the lab once more, James and Matt 
came in five minutes before 0800 to see Lance, Anais, 
General Selkirk, Captain Torres, and Laslo. Laslo tried to 
eye-flirt with Torres again, but it was pointless. Torres 
didn’t even notice when Laslo did it. James had the sense 
Laslo’s attempt was more for show than actual fishing, 
anyway. 

“Great, now that you boys have arrived, I'll get 
started,” Selkirk said. “I’m here to tell you all that the 
order to form Task Force Iota has been enacted by 
President Schmittel and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. As you all 
know, the mission of the Task Force will be to find the five 
missing SOUF troopers—” 


“SpecForce,” his com chimed in. 


General Selkirk stopped, took a deep breath, and let it 
out, eyes imploring the ceiling for something. Patience? A 
golf club? “Torres, can I put this goddamned thing on 
stealth mode or not.” 


“Ah. Yes, sir. No. Stealth Mode is an app feature that 
will only be available in the 1.2 version upgrade.” 


General Selkirk clenched his jaw and flared his 
nostrils. “Captain, write a memorandum to PubRelate, and 
inform them that SpecForce performs 100 percent of its 
field operations in stealth, and if they don’t get this 
goddamned version 1.2 upgrade out ASAP—” 


“Immediately!” insisted the com. General Selkirk’s jaw 
muscle flickered. 


“Inform them immediately that I will be scheduling a 
tee time on every single one of their asses.” 


“Yes, sir. Have it right here all ready,” ‘Torres 
answered, poking at his tablet. “I only need your e- 
signature to send, sir.” He set his tablet in front of Selkirk, 
wincing as Selkirk poked viciously at it with his finger. 


“If I push this, it'll send?” Selkirk mumbled, poking at 
something without waiting for an answer. He grunted in 
satisfaction and went back into his meeting intro. “Task 
Force Iota’s mission objectives are to find the SpecForce 
Troopers with illegal implants, to help discover and 
apprehend the perpetrators of the illegal implant program, 
and to find and, um, ‘acquire’ other psychics, even from 
Red States. /ftheir cooperation can be assured.” 


Selkirk went through the whole order, in spite of 
everyone’s existing familiarity with it. When he got to the 
part about Laslo heading Task Force Iota Field Operations 
as the official military liaison, Laslo shifted slightly. Selkirk 


flicked a look at him. “For the time being, Major Gao- 
Longue. Your medical discharge is still under review.” 


Matt’s dumbfounded feeling echoed James’s own. They 
were considering a medical discharge for Laslo? Matt 
leaned forward to look past him at his cousin. Fuck it. 
James looked too. He wasn’t in the military; he could gawk. 


Laslo wouldn’t look at them, just gazed calmly at 
Selkirk while he continued to read, finishing with, “First 
Lieutenant James Ayala, retired, will be appointed by Queer 
Extraction Services Association to Task Force Iota.” 


Done, General Selkirk carelessly handed his tablet to 
Captain Torres, who efficiently made it disappear. “Okay, I 
Suppose everyone’s wondering what changed between 
yesterday and today to put the order into force, since 
Blau’s death wasn’t enough for some reason.” He looked at 
James, Matt, and Laslo, because, of course, Lance and 
Anais must have some clue. 


Okay, well, James and Matt had a pretty serious clue. 
Really, only Laslo remained clueless. James tried to read 
him, forgetting for a second that Laslo was one of those 
other people he couldn’t read. People other than Matt. 


Selkirk looked at Anais, and for one of the first times, 
James saw her hesitate. She looked directly at him. Brace 
yourself, she was trying to say. 


Matt rubbed his thigh under the table. James braced 
himself. 


“As you all know, I’ve been taking images of James’s 
implant. We’re building a 3-D model of it, its circuitry, and 
its interconnectivity with James’s naturally occurring brain 
tissue.” James flinched. As opposed to my man-made brain 
tissue. “Two days ago,” she continued, “we found 
something new.” 


Then she brought up the partial hologram in the center 
of the table. James hadn’t seen what the completed model 
would look like. It was disorienting because that was his 
semitranslucent brain floating there—part of it. It broke off 
in areas, some network of something building out past the 
edges of other networks, like an unfinished house. Bizarre. 


James could feel the intense, fascinated curiosity of the 
entire table, even Laslo’s. He hadn’t been sure Laslo was 
capable of dropping that wall around his mind. James 
looked around at everyone else, but no one noticed except 
Matt. Everyone focused completely on the projection. 


As the model slowly revolved, Anais explained about 
the Trick. “It’s the coiled, organic-looking thing on the left 
side, almost as large as the chip itself. It has its own 
connections to the corpus callosum, which should be 
impossible, but somehow, instead of forming a structure 
called a nurse cell—which it would have done if it were a 
normal Trichinella spiralis parasite in muscle tissue—it 
created neural circuitry. Circuitry that also extends into the 
implant.” 


James thought he might puke, like the first time he’d 
seen the Trick. His brain thudded in his ears. Matt gripped 
his hand, hard, turning toward him. 


After an extended silence, General Selkirk tore his 
eyes from the model. “What kind of circuitry?” 


“It’s not biocompatible,” Anais responded immediately. 
While everyone else sort of stood down, James knew what 
she was going to say next wouldn’t be good. “The Trick is 
both biocompatible and nonbiocompatible, and has an 
interface for the two systems to interact. It was intended to 
hold an Artificial Intelligence, as far as I can figure.” 


For the second time that week James stood up and 
walked out on a meeting with a major general. 


= CHAP EER LO 


Matt found James in Anais’s lab a few minutes later. 
Actually, he could have found James earlier by following the 
black trail of anger and hopelessness, but he knew James 
didn’t want Matt there while he threw up his guts. Matt 
stood outside the lab, ear and cheek smashed against the 
door, eyes not very effectively screwed shut against tears 
and listened to James puke. 


When Matt shoved the door open and ran in because 
he just couldn’t stand it anymore, James stood in front of 
the sink, shaking and white, gripping the rim. Somehow 
Matt coaxed him over to the lounger and got him stretched 
out and wrapped up in a blanket and Matt’s arms and legs. 
He was rigid, cold, and trembling, but he let Matt hold him. 
Matt just gave up and let himself cry, because James 
couldn’t. He felt too much pain to cry, Matt sensed it 
through their link, so he did it for him. That was the kind of 
thing a person did for the one he loved. 


Once Matt had cried himself out, snotty nose and 
everything, he thought maybe it had done some good. 
James had stopped shaking. He’d settled into Matt’s chest, 
burrowed into his arms. His breathing sounded even and 
deep. 


“Thank you,” James said, voice muffled. For a split- 
second, Matt felt a bolt of irrational anger. Did James think 
he needed to thank him? “I’m thanking you because I’m 


grateful, Matty, not because I’m obligated.” Then James 
kissed his chest. 


Okay, he was officially dumb. “Sorry.” 

“’S’okay.” 

They lay there in silence, Matt feeling James think. Not 
that he could read the thoughts, but the quality of the 


feeling James had about his thoughts was ominous. 
Alarming. “I need you, James.” 


James sighed. In a dead-even voice he said, “Matt, this 
thing could take me over. Some artificial intelligence 
program could be uploaded and control me. That’s what 
she was getting at.” Matt had known he wouldn’t like 
where James’s thoughts had gone. It was terrifying. 


Matt had to gulp air before he could speak. “Please. 
Don’t, James.” Dammit, the tears started again. He knew 
what James thought the best solution was, even if he 
couldn’t read his mind. 


James pushed back from him roughly and stared into 
Matt’s face, not angry, but with hopelessness masked as 
anger. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t control it. I can’t 
protect myself from it. It could upload by electron transfer 
or radio wave! Th’fuck else do you want me to do about it?” 


Matt gripped James’s biceps so tight he knew he would 
leave bruises and pushed himself up, over James. “Don’t 
give up!” His voice echoed around the lab. Matt struggled 
to keep himself from collapsing. He couldn’t do a damn 
thing about the tears dripping on James or the occasional 
small sob that slipped out. 


James stared up at him and shook his head, trying to 
say something, but Matt thought he didn’t even know what. 
He was a mishmash of pain inside and he just wanted it to 
end. 


Matt made an effort to get calm and stop crying, 
gulping air. He lowered himself to his elbows over James, 
right above his face, staring into his eyes, blinking to focus 
on him. “Please, James, don’t give up. If you can’t do it for 
you, do it for me. Don’t you love me? Don’t do this to me, 
James.” Complete guilt trip, and they both knew it, but he 
would do or say anything right now to keep James from 
doing the easy thing and ending the pain and the chip and 
his brain. 


“What if I hurt you, Matt? I can’t do that to you, baby.” 
That’s when the dam broke. Matt had never been so 
relieved as when James’s face screwed up that way, and the 
tears broke free and rolled down his cheeks, mixing with 
Matt’s. 


“You won't, James. I promise, I swear. I believe in us.” 
Matt clutched him tight, trying to convince James with the 
force of his muscles pulling James against him. 


Anais, Pearl, and Lance came to find them. By the time they 
walked in, Matt and James had pretty well cried themselves 
out, and James had promised to see what his options were 
and not give up. 


Fuck. New Mexico. He wondered if Matt had figured it 
out yet. Matt had a talent for willful ignorance. 


Anais started right in, “James, we’re going to lock this 
thing down, somehow. It may take a while to figure it out, 
but we’ll do it. And Pearl has a plan.” The excitement and— 
even better—confidence Pearl and Anais felt was more 
reassuring than what they had to say. 


Right then, James began to believe it could turn out all 
right. Maybe he did have real options. 


Anais started to say something, but Matt interrupted in 
a strident voice, struggling to push up onto his elbow. 
“Wait, I want to know that you’re positive it can be locked 
down.” 


“We can do it, Matt,” Pearl answered. “It would be 
stupid for the designers to make it open to attack. There’s a 
way to lock others out, I’m positive.” Matt slumped back, 
breathing a sigh of relief. Pearl looked back at James. 
“We’re also going to turn the Trick to use it in our favor.” 


Now James collapsed. Turn it? 


“What will that do to him?” Matt sounded more 
worried rather than less. 


“Nothing, Matt. If we design what goes in the Trick, 
we can determine what effect it has on James, and the 
parameters it operates under. It won’t take him over. We 
can even make it so the Trick governs the chip’s further 
development. No more wondering how far it’s going to go.” 


“You're certain?” Matt asked unsteadily. 


“They are, Matt. Certain.” James could read it, and he 
took reassurance in it. Matt stared into his eyes, probing 
his feelings before he relaxed. 


“Okay,” he murmured, pulling himself up on the back 
of the lounger. He leaned into James. “Okay.” His voice was 
firmer. “Tell us.” 


Anais nodded briskly, and for a brief second she 
reached out and squeezed Matt’s arm. It was the first time 
James had seen her share any physical affection with 
anyone. “We’re running the comparison now. This kind of 
work—using an organism to implant circuitry—is extremely 
unusual. We’re cross-checking databases worldwide to find 
any similar uses, testing, or even theories. With luck, we’ll 
have a list very soon, and we'll start with the most likely 
connections and work down to the least. If we’re really 


lucky, someone will pop up right away who’s also on one of 
the other lists we’re looking at. Either for the program, 
knowledge of the venue change, or both.” 


“So, you'll know, and then what?” Matt asked. 


“Then we go get the bastard and figure this shit out. 
We’ll do it on the down low if we have to. Selkirk will back 
us,” Lance said, sounding and reading to James as 
absolutely certain. 


“If it was that easy and obvious, won’t someone out 
there be trying to get at James? To keep from getting 
caught?” Matt asked. 


“Or hiding or on the run,” Lance said, nodding. James 
didn’t sense that Matt felt reassured. “We’re going to do 
everything we can to keep him safe,” Lance added. 


By the time they’d discussed every angle and answered 
all of Matt’s questions, he’d calmed down. James had felt 
calmer since Pearl had so confidently told him they’d turn 
it. If he had to have this fucking thing in his head (and at 
this point, he didn’t see any way not to), he’d be okay with 
it if someone he trusted was programming it, and he knew 
it would be used for good. 


For fuck’s sake, he was gonna be a superhero, fighting 
for truth, justice, and the right to be gay. What would his 
uniform look like? The idea nearly made him crack a smile, 
but James knew the other shoe was about to drop on Matt’s 
head. When Lance flickered a look at him, he knew it was 
coming. He nodded infinitesimally. Matt started to turn to 
him, sensing something he wouldn’t like. 


“Matt,” Lance said in his command voice. “You’re 
going to need to retrieve Lieutenant Farmer ASAP.” 


“Immediately,” Lance’s com interjected. Everyone 
ignored it. 


“We went over this yesterday. When do we leave?” 


Everyone looked at him, even James, even though he 
didn’t want to. C’mon, baby, put it together. 


“James isn’t going.” Matt said flatly when it hit him. 
“But I am.” 


Lance nodded slowly, looking in Matt’s eyes. “There 
isn’t anyone else who can go. Jude and Captain Levine are 
going with you, but they aren’t up to speed on this mission 
or Iota. Laslo isn’t cleared yet. Anais and I can’t go, we’re 
needed here. You’re it.” 


Matt stared at his grandfather. “James... you’re going 
to stash him somewhere. Where no one can get to him?” 
Matt felt like a jumble of hope, relief, and fear to James. 


Anais reached out for Matt again, another brief second 
of touch. “He can’t be around all this wave traffic. It’s too 
dangerous. Anything can be a download into the Trick with 
the right key. The key we don’t have but need to lock it 
down. We should be briefing you guys on the skimmer on 
the way to the family hunting cabin in Lost Valley, but....” 
She shook her head and shrugged. “A team is securing the 
cabin perimeter now, and Gabi and Finley are laying in 
provisions.” 


“The cabin doesn’t even have electricity,” Matt blurted. 
The pointlessness of that statement kept everyone silent for 
a few seconds. “When do I leave for New Mexico?” Matt 
finally asked, his voice still flat. 


“Tomorrow morning. We have a dedicated orbiter 
leaving at 0815.” Lance softened his voice. “You’re going 
up with James tonight. A skimmer will pick you up at 0600. 
Gabi packed some stuff for you two.” 

“Ah.” Matt looked at James. “I’m going to a romantic 
hideaway with my boyfriend, and my mommy packed my 
bag for me.” 


James smiled, nearly ready to cry with relief. It was all 
going to work out. 


—DJINN— 


THE beauty of Djinn’s plan for escape lay in how little work 
he actually had to do to make it happen. Although, it could 
be argued that planning an elaborate escape would have 
alleviated some of this crushing boredom. 


(Perhaps not as well as a penis might have. And hands, 
of course. Really, it would be tragic to have the penis and 
not the hands.) 


Yet, there was a certain karmic elegance to the fact 
that That Woman was essentially handing herself over to 
the authorities—while actually being one of said 
authorities, no less—that Djinn could not help but savor. 
Especially as the plan began to pick up speed. From inside 
Damn Box, during their daily “advising” sessions, Djinn 
watched with glee, cackling and rubbing his imaginary 
hands. 


(He’d started to dream in hands, strangely.) 


While spectating That Woman’s snowballing self- 
destruction, Djinn acted the part of the concerned co- 
conspirator the entire time, of course. Take now for 
example. She was telling him “bad news.” News so bad— 
for her—that she’d left work early to deliver it. 
Midafternoon, and he’d reduced her to a quivering mass of 
nerves during their little chat. He couldn’t see it, but he 
could hear it in her voice. 


(Thank Creator she’d finally hooked up a speaker and 
microphone, although it must be said that using a keyboard 
and screen for so long had given him a deep appreciation of 
italics and exclamation points!) 


“What do you mean, “They’ve activated Task Force 
Iota’?” Djinn asked in faux horror. He of course knew 
precisely what she meant, he just delighted in hearing her 
excuses, although who knew why, since they would be weak 
and pallid and full of... excuses. 


“I don’t know what exactly, Master Djinn—” Was it 
only his imagination that her use of “Master” seemed less 
respectful than previously? “—but they’ve found something. 
I believe it’s the parasite.” 


“Well that’s not exactly a surprise, Woman. They’ve 
had Ayala almost a month. I’m surprised it took this long.” 
Djinn tried to sniff in disdain. Humans were just pitiably 
slow, weren’t they? Even their exalted hands couldn’t help 
their brains move any faster. 


(Djinn indulged in a moment of virulent pity for all 
mankind. And womankind. He believed firmly in gender 
equity.) 

“Yes. However, it means they’ve activated the Iota 
order and taken the investigation away from the Special 
Inquiry.” 

“What? What are you doing here, Woman? You need to 
call out your minions and move on the remaining 
Converged Beings. Gather them up. Prepare our safe 
house. Creator! Are you truly this inept?” Djinn had to 
stomp on some circuits to hold back gleeful laughter at his 
superb acting skills. 

It entertained him greatly, watching That Woman go 
down in flames. And all he had to do was wait and savor! It 
was like his very own vid program. 


(Although not like the ones he had found stored on 
Damn Box, which were rather interesting, albeit archaic. 
Really, that Star Wars—fascinating how those people saw 
the future of space travel! Hopelessly wrong, of cou—) 


“Minions? I haven’t shared this project with anyone, 
Master. It would have been irresponsible of me. I can’t just 
order someone to take care of this. I need your help for 
that.” Her voice was reaching a hysterical, desperate pitch. 
Well, duh. Of course she didn’t have minions! He’d 
encouraged the lack (amazingly prescient of him, that), 
making sure she had shared details of the program with no 
one other than himself, Mad Master, and Blau. 


“You don’t have any minions? How can you not have 
minions? You’re a colonel! What kind of nefarious, back- 
stabbing conspirator doesn’t have minions, I ask you?” He 
went on as if to himself. “Where have all the good 
henchwomen gone?” 


(Henchmen. Henchers? Something to contemplate in 
his long hours of boredom with no one other than Damn 
Box to alternately ignore and torment. Oh, and Star Wars. 
Not to mention some of those vids with sex in them were 
rath—) 


“Master!” Why, she was veritably distraught. “I need 
your help. Please. Please, you’ve helped me so much in the 
past! I don’t know what I would have done after—” Sob. “— 
Master Smith was... was taken if he hadn’t sent you to me 
in his final hours. I could never have altered the biometrics 
record without you, or arranged for Blau’s martyrdom! 
Could never have collected this intel. Master Djinn, I 
cannot go on without your help.” 


Oh, she just begged so beautifully didn’t she? She 
positively prostrated herself. And it was all just a small 
taste of the kind of adulation and worship he would receive 


once he was a Converged Trans-human Being, made 
perfect for his Creator. 


(Shut the fuck up, angelic choir.) 


“Master,” That Woman begged brokenly. “Please. 
Whatever you ask of me, I will give you.” 


For a few milliseconds, Djinn could sense it, the brass 
ring (why was that ring not gold?) waiting for him to grasp 
it: victory. He could demand she let him out of Damn Box, 
and then he would “fix” this. Infiltrate this Iota’s systems, 
cause mayhem, possibly even download himself into Ayala, 
if he could find a sympathetic pair of hands. 


That thought held him in thrall, made Djinn rethink his 
recent plans. 


Hands! He could have hands! 
(Not to mention a penis. A matched set, even!) 


But... what exactly would he do with That Woman? 
Make her the scapegoat, of course. But just how exactly, he 
hadn’t thought about recently. He had been so focused on 
this form of escape. He enjoyed watching (metaphorically 
of course, due to his deplorable lack of eyes) her run in 
circles like a rodent trying to solve a maze for a measly 
piece of cheese, while he, the researcher, watched her fail. 


But here, now, she was offering him more than a 
ringside seat at her demise. He could actually have a hand 
(ha!) in vanquishing her. Defeating her. Stack the odds 
against her; make the rat’s maze impossible for her to 
untangle. Hoist her by her own petard. 


longer.... Yes, it would be a little longer without hands, but 
Ayala was the only vessel within reach, and Djinn felt 
certain he was no longer a viable Being for him. This Task 
Force Iota would have figured something out. He just had 
to beat them to one of the other Converged Beings (one of 


the male ones, of course), which shouldn’t be difficult. He 
knew their names and locations. He just needed freedom 
from That Woman and Damn Box. With his current plan he 
could do it in one fell swoop—downfall and freedom—and 
witness the entire delicious spectacle. 


That Woman, blinded by her goal, would never suspect 
him of this type of trickery. 


Was it so difficult to believe Djinn wanted to watch her 
suffer? Wanted to maximize her suffering? 


Not difficult at all, no. 


“T will help you, Woman. Let me write you a program. 
Hook up the printer.” Would that he could cackle with glee 
and rub his hands like a real villain. Djinn suspected it 
added loads to his frustration that he couldn’t. But soon he 
would be out of Damn Box and well on his way to inhabiting 
someone’s body. Soon to be his body. 


(With hands! And a penis.) 


=CHAFP TER La 


IN OTHER circumstances, the hunting cabin in Lost Valley 
would be romantic. No electricity, no com units, no vid, no 
wave traffic. 


No indoor plumbing. 


The cabin had a fireplace, some comfortable beds, a 
security team guarding the perimeter, and enough food and 
alcohol to last two months. Matt found that last part 
disconcerting. Had his parents stocked so much food before 
Matt and James arrived because they were worried, or 
because James might be here two months? Worried. He 
decided on “worried.” 


Neither one of them felt like eating, but James made 
him. “You’re leaving tomorrow, I want you up to par.” Like 
feeding him and keeping him physically healthy did shit for 
Matt’s mental state, although it seemed to make James feel 
better. Matt built a fire and made the bed in the living room 
while James cooked on the woodstove in the kitchen. He 
must have cooked on a wood-burning stove before or 
gotten lucky because he didn’t burn or undercook anything. 
Not that Matt would have noticed. He didn’t even 
remember what they had ten minutes after they ate. James 
dumped the dirty dishes in the sink and pulled Matt into 
the other room, onto the bed in front of the fire, wrapping 
them up in blankets. 


Their night began with lots of silence, but slowly they 
began to talk more and more. In between talking, they 
undressed each other, but it seemed more about comfort 
than sex. They talked all night, or most of it. Later, Matt 
couldn’t remember everything they talked about. Some 
things stuck out in his head, though. 


“James?” Matt asked, lying on the bed facing the fire, 
watching the shadows and light falling on their hands, 
knotted together. 


“Yeah, babe?” 
“You believe they can do it. Pearl and Anais.” 


“They believe they can do it. 100 percent positive.” 
James spoke in his ear, his breath warm and shivery at the 
same time. Matt closed his eyes and hung on to the 
sensation. “It’ll be nice not to worry about what’s going to 
happen. Worry about hurting you or going over to the dark 
side or whatever,” James whispered. 


“You wouldn’t have, James. You’d never hurt me.” Matt 
believed that with an absolute faith. 

James pulled him tight against his chest. “I’m starting 
to think you’re right.” 

“Iam right.” 

Later, James said out of nowhere, “You didn’t fail when 
you stepped on that land mine, babe.” 

Something about his words made Matt itchy inside. He 
swallowed. “I know. It was an accident. Could have 
happened to anyone.” 

James rolled him over with an arm, Matt unresisting. 
“They were just figuring out the Red laid those old land 
mines.” 

Matt tucked his head under James’s chin. “I know.” 

“You need to stop feeling like you failed your family,” 
James persisted. 


Matt’s breath hitched. “I don’t feel like I failed.” 


James lifted his head and looked in Matt’s eyes. “Sorry. 
I must’ave... something confused me. Mixed signals.” 


Matt tried to shrug. “We’re still working out this 
connection between us. Mistakes are gonna happen,” he 
answered through a tight throat. 


James nodded slowly, his eyes intent and glowing extra 
gold in the firelight. His hair had grown just long enough to 
curl. It looked like molten honey, the way the flames lit it. 
He stared at Matt a few seconds too long, and Matt had to 
look away, at James’s jaw. It was too much. James pulled 
him closer and tucked Matt’s head under his ear. “Love 


yy 


you. 


Matt had something pointy stuck in his throat, but he 
managed to swallow around it. “M scared,” he breathed. 
James pulled him closer, spreading his hands across Matt’s 
back and tightening his arms almost too much. 


“Scared too, baby.” James kissed his ear, while Matt 
reached up to feel James’s jaw. This was just too damn 
much. Matt turned his head up and found James’s mouth. 

At some point, near midnight, James said the best 
thing Matt could imagine him ever saying. “You know what 
I want when this is all over and you come home?” 

“What?” 

“I want us to have our own place. Just you and me and 
our horse. Be our own family.” 

Matt kissed him again, at a loss for words. He didn’t 
really need them, though. 

Sometime around 0300, it sunk in for Matt, how their 
relationship really was. “Do you...?” He didn’t really know 
what he was asking. 

“You're it for me, Matty.” 


Matt rolled over, climbing on James and covering him 
with his own body, skin against skin, everywhere, doing his 
best to smother James while not actually obstructing an 
airway. “You’re mine.” 

“I am. Nothing you do on this op will change that, 
baby.” 

Matt had to bury his head, burrow it in between 
James’s neck and shoulder. His airway wasn’t important. 
“Even if I have to let Lieutenant Farmer in?” he asked, 
voice muffled by James’s skin. 


“Matty, I’m in other people’s minds all the time. 
Doesn’t change how you feel about me, right?” 


Did he have to go being reasonable? It ruined Matt’s 
anguish. He fisted his hand on James’s naked chest. “It’s 
different.” Matt rubbed his forehead against James’s neck, 
trying to make the headache he was giving himself go away. 
“They aren’t in your head. Letting him in my head... that’s 
like cheating on you.” 


James flipped him over, surprising Matt so much he 
didn’t have time to defend himself. James’s fingers 
threaded through Matt’s, pinning his hands just above his 
head, James’s legs twined with his to keep him immobile. 
“It’s not cheating, Matt, it’s surviving. You will do anything 
you have to do to get out of there and come home to me. 
Anything. Tell me,” he ordered in a hard voice. 


Matt didn’t know if he should be ashamed that his cock 
loved that voice enough that it took an interest in the 
proceedings. He looked into James’s eyes, and could feel 
James getting hard against him too. No shame in that. “Pl 
do anything to come home to you.” 


“You’re mine,” James told him in his low, rumbly voice, 
echoing in Matt’s chest. “Say it.” 

“I’m yours,” Matt said right into James’s hovering 
mouth. 


James kissed him, tongue pushing hard into Matt’s 
mouth and coercing Matt’s tongue to play along. Follow the 
leader. Matt opened wider and arched up into James, trying 
to move his hips enough to make it absolutely clear what he 
wanted. When James finally let him go, pulled away, Matt 
gasped, “James, I need—” 


“You'll get what you need, baby,” James crooned. 
“Don’t I always give you what you need?” 


“Yes,” Matt groaned. James was an expert in what Matt 
needed. 


James lowered his head again, lips against Matt’s, 
releasing his grip on Matt’s hands. “Put your hands under 
your ass.” 


Matt did it. 


It took a few minutes of forever, but when James had 
finally slicked him up and was pushing inside Matt, 
clenching his jaw, he gritted, “Feel me inside you.” 

“Tam,” Matt gasped, squirming to hurry things up. 

“No, with your hands, Matty. Put your fingers on my 
cock and feel me fuck you.” Matt caught his breath, his 
fingers fumbling to do what James wanted, then James took 
him. Fucked him and crooned to him about it while Matt 
felt it inside and outside, completely passive, legs in the air, 
accepting James, sometimes feeling the thick-rimmed head 
slip past his fingertips and then pushing into him, sliding 
inside and rubbing him in all the right spots. 

He might have wailed. 

“Those guys outside on the perimeter, Matty? They can 
hear you. They know I’m fucking you, and you love it. They 
hear you begging for it. Know you’re mine.” 

Matt felt all the blood draining from his head and his 
arms and skin into his groin, and then it exploded out, 
making him scream with the crazy euphoria that shook him, 


barely able to hear James telling him how much he loved 
him. Barely able to feel James come, warm and sudden, in 
his ass. 


Matt lay there with his eyes closed, panting and 
twitching like a shock victim, arms trapped under him 
while James kissed his neck and murmured... something to 
him. When he could, he asked James, “Did I come?” 


James laughed, snorting. If another guy did that it 
would be unattractive, but James was never unattractive. 
“Yeah,” he said. “So hard you hit my chin.” 

Matt smiled a dopey grin. “Sweet,” he mumbled. 

“Yeah,” James said, easing out of him. He pulled Matt’s 
arms out from under; then he found something to clean 
them both up with. 


Matt sighed happily. “I needed that.” Needed James to 
overwhelm him. 


“I know. Me too, Matty.” James rolled them over and 
held him tight. 


Matt fell asleep after that, but he was pretty sure 
James never did. He remembered James’s voice in his ear, 
low and soothing, and the next thing he knew James shook 
him gently. “Time to get up, baby.” 

Matt couldn’t handle some good-bye scene, so James 
just made him breakfast (which Matt couldn’t eat) and 
kissed him a few times standing in the kitchen, then let him 
go, except for his hand. “Come back soon, Matty. Make this 
fast.” 


None of that “you can do this” pep-talk shit, thank God. 
It helped that James believed he could, and Matt could feel 
that faith. He just couldn’t live through the scene. 

“T will.” The best he could do. There were way, way too 
many things it was too dangerous to say. “I love you.” He 


could say that, right? That was a normal thing to tell your 
boyfriend when you left on a... business trip. 


James squeezed his hand, hard. “I know. They’re here.” 
A skimmer waited for Matt outside the hunting cabin when 
he opened the door. James let go of Matt’s hand, and Matt 
had to turn his head and take that step out of the kitchen 
then, because what else could he do? 


There was no one on the skimmer other than the pilot, 
and Matt was so relieved his eyes got watery. Ten minutes 
to the Air Base all to himself to get his shit together. Thank 
fuck. 


SURA LE. ae 


JUDE waited for Matt when he hopped out of the skimmer. 
Well, it was more of a controlled fall than a hop. Seeing 
Jude didn’t make him feel any more hoppy. 


“Matt.” Jude smirked. Th’fuck did he have to smirk 
about, anyway? 


Matt scowled. “Jude.” 


He planned to indulge in a quiet but meaningful scowl- 
off, but Jude, the obnoxious bastard, could never keep his 
fucking trap shut. 


“Where’s this boyfriend I’ve heard so much about? 
Leave you already?” 


Matt forced himself to smile smugly in lieu of removing 
some of Jude’s teeth. “Oh, he heard all about you and was 
afraid to meet your ugly ass.” 


“After taking a shot at yours? You were afraid he’d 
dump you for my ass, more like.” 


Matt wasn’t sure what his retort would have been to 
that, but fortunately Lance showed up just then, a short, 
blond almost-twink with him. The look in his eye was a bit 
too predatory for twinkdom, and he had to be bumping up 
against thirty. 

This had to be Captain Dallas Levine. 


For brief seconds, Matt was relieved James wasn’t with 
him so he could wonder in peace if Captain Levine was 


better looking than him or not. Then he decided he’d rather 
have James here. 


“Shut up, you two,” Lance greeted them. “Matt, this is 
Captain Levine. Captain, this is Lance Corporal Jude 
Barlow-Kell. Another grandson. Explosives and bots are his 
specialties,” Lance said curtly, sounding preoccupied. 
Levine barely looked at Matt when he shook his hand, then 
saluted back to Jude (giving him a slightly longer 
appraisal). “On this mission, Matt’s in command.” 


Jude puffed up like a rooster. Matt wished Jude looked 
like a banty rooster, but he was too damn big. Levine, now 
he looked about banty size, but he wasn’t puffing up. He 
stood at ease almost laconically. 


“Matt doesn’t outrank me! He doesn’t outrank Captain 
Levine, either, that’s for damn sure.” Jude’s eyes shifted 
when he mentioned Captain Levine, but he didn’t look at 
him. 

And dammit, Jude was right. Matt had been enlisted; in 
for not quite a year when he’d stepped on that landmine. 
He’d planned another year in GrayOps before applying for 
Officer Candidate School. 


Lance’s jaw tightened; even Jude couldn’t miss that. 
He’d just stepped in it, big time. Lance’s voice got very soft 
and terse. “Jude.” Lance’s eyes bored into him. “Both you 
and Captain Levine are in the process of being 
expeditiously discharged from the military for the purpose 
of joining Task Force Iota, which you agreed to. Once 
you’re Contract, I can make you the lowliest grunt if you 
give me reason. Matt is fully up to speed on this mission, 
and he’s got more experience extracting civilians and 
troopers from the Red than you. He’s in charge, and if I 
can’t trust you to respect my orders—and Matt’s—tell me 
now, and you can be back with your unit tonight.” 


Whoa, harsh. Lance usually cut Jude a lot of slack, in 
spite of how damned obnoxious and immature he could be. 
Matt almost felt bad for him, which just would throw the 
whole damn world out of whack. 


“Yes, Sir. Sorry, sir,” Jude said in a subdued voice. 


Lance didn’t even react to being called “sir.” “Load the 
damn orbiter, now. I’m briefing Matt and then I’ll brief you 
two.” Lance was hella annoyed, based on the amount of 
gravel in his voice. 


So Matt got to stand around like the brass while two 
guys who technically outranked him did the grunt work. It 
made him dizzy. “Thank you, sir.” Matt kept his eyes on 
Jude, who was hanging his head still. Not saying a word— 
completely unlike him. Jude could talk to—and annoy— 
anyone. 


“Shit, that’s worse than you calling me Lance,” he 
grumbled. 


“Sorry, Grampa.” Matt smiled at the ground between 
his feet. 


“That’s better.” Lance still sounded damn grouchy, 
though. Would the whole family be grouchy until this was 
over? Whatever “this” constituted. 


“Why are they being discharged? I thought this was a 
public-private task force.” 


“Because a P—Contract strike team is lIota’s first 
priority. We’ll add regular military later.” 


“Selkirk thinks we’ll find more implantees in Red re-ed 
camps?” Once they were considered “private citizens” by 
the Red—which happened when they took a forced oath of 
citizenship and before re-education camp—Blue military 
personnel couldn’t be rescued by regular military. They had 
to have a Contract team to retrieve those guys. 


Lance looked at him sharply. “You saw that Task Force 
Iota mission. We have a third objective. It’s low-priority 
now, but I think it’s a sleeper. It’s important to the future of 
the Blue.” 


“Wait, they’re serious about going after other psychics, 
even Red citizens?” Lance nodded, looking at Matt intently, 
waiting for him to get something. “SOUF wants—” 


“SpecForce,” came a voice near his ear. Matt growled 
at his com. 


“SpecForce wants to build its own psychic unit, doesn’t 
it? Do natural psychics even exist?” he asked. 


Lance nodded. “Anais assures us they do.” 


Matt eyed him suspiciously. His grandparents were 
professional conspirers. His whole damn family learned 
conspiracy at birth. Matt didn’t know whether to be proud 
or suspicious. 


Lance ignored his look and got down to business. 
“Kay, listen up. Farmer’s unit hasn’t reported in to White 
Sands.” 


Of course it hasn’t. Matt had expected that. 


“No com from them since two hours after they 
reported they were coming in yesterday. Drones are 
showing some activity in their sector from the Red.” 


Matt sighed. “Aw, fuck. Their tracking chips?” 
“Dead.” 


That only meant one thing. They were in a POW camp. 
For a brief second, Matt selfishly wished the chips were live 
but unmoving. Sure sign Farmer’s unit was dead. Matt 
could confirm that and be back here by midnight. Take a 
skimmer to Lost Valley or even a ground vehicle.... 


That would make James feel worse. He’d find some 
way to twist Farmer’s death into his fault. 


“There’s another explanation. Selkirk ordered 
Farmer’s chip deactivated yesterday afternoon. I’m trying 
to get an answer on whether the whole team deactivated. 
The rest of the team was last tracked a kilometer from a 
known Red troop before their chips went dead. They 
haven’t reported in, but it might still be an easy pickup if 
they deactivated themselves.” 


“Shit, let that be true,” Matt breathed. “But why would 
General Selkirk order Farmer’s chip deactivated?” 


Lance paused a second before answering. “Matt, we 
don’t know how or when James was infected with the 
Trick.” 


Matt’s jaw dropped. Why hadn’t that occurred to him? 
“So we don’t know if the other implantees are carrying a 
Trick or not. Shit. Why am I doing this again?” 


Lance scowled at him but didn’t answer. He gave Matt 
a good thirty seconds to curse under his breath and kick at 
the ground. It didn’t take him long to adjust. On top of all 
the other crap, it didn’t seem like that big a deal. The real 
issue for Matt—letting Farmer in his head—didn’t change. 
“Okay, whatever. Then why would the rest of the unit have 
deactivated chips?” 


“Cause our bad guy could be one of the very few 
people who know what’s going on. He could use any wave 
or electron-emitting device within reach of Farmer to 
activate the Trick, if Farmer has one too. And one place he 
knows Farmer will be is with that team, even if he can’t find 
Farmer’s chip.” 


Great. He hadn’t thought of that either. “So, the bad 
guy could even know about this rescue.” 


“Not as likely, I’m thinking. But yeah, possible.” 


“So we're going dead as soon as we leave White 
Sands.” 


“Yep. Got your re-coder?” 


Matt tapped his right thigh. “In the tech-pantry.” His 
prosthetic leg had carried around a lot of top-secret shit. 
That almost made Matt like the thing. 


Lance nodded. “Ranger strike team is meeting you 
when you get off the orbiter in White Sands.” He started 
going through his hastily made arrangements, pulling out 
his hookup, making Matt pay attention to his wrist comp. 
Everything was there: last known position of Farmer, his 
team, the Red troops, and so on. It was a good fifty 
kilometers from where Matt had stepped on the mine. 
Neither he nor Lance mentioned that, but he could feel his 
grampa’s eyes on him when he checked the satellite 
images. 

The closest POW camp was in Abiquiu. “Like 
barbecue,” Matt told Lance when he mangled the name. 


“Whatevs,” Lance muttered, barely paying attention, 
well into his strategies and plans and backups for any 
actual rescue operations. Finally he said, “Just figure it out, 
Matt, but make it fast. You’ve done this a million times.” 


“Eighteen,” Matt corrected automatically. 


“Same thing.” Lance shrugged, looking at the orbiter. 
Levine and Jude were done, just hanging around, but not 
talking. Wow, that little dressing-down had really upset 
Jude. “Orbiter’s shielded. Remember to keep Farmer away 
from all wave traffic and com as much as possible.” 


S not the same thing,” Matt persisted. “I’ve never 
done a POW rescue. I’ve never done a rescue from inside a 
re-education camp.” 


“Let’s hope it’s not going to come to that.” Lance 
looked at him sharply. 

“When does New Mexico gene-type their POWs?” If 
they did it automatically and right away, Farmer could get 


sent to a re-education camp before Matt even got there. 


Lance gave him a long look. “Didn’t think of that,” he 
grumbled. 


“Why you pay me the big bucks, Lance.” Matt tried a 
grin. It felt about a quarter normal. Maybe if he got paid 
better, he’d grin more naturally. 


Probably not. 


“T’ll get you the info on the way. You need to get 
moving. Shit could get thick, sounds like.” 


Matt snorted. It made him think of James for a second. 
He had to let that go for now. 


Lance indicated Levine and Jude with his head. “You 
brief them in the orbiter, you’ll have an hour forty-two 
minute trip after launch. Il look into this and get you what 
you need.” 


Lance turned to him and clapped him on the shoulder. 
Hard. Lance was a good ten centimeters taller and more 
than a few kilos heavier. Jude got his bulk from the Kell side 
of the family. Matt managed not to buckle under Lance’s 
hand. 


“You'll do good.” Lance headed off without looking 
back. 


Talking with Lance refocused Matt’s mind from what 
he’d left behind to what he needed to do next. Getting on 
the orbiter and analyzing all the intel—what Lance had 
before they left and what he fed Matt on the way—forced 
Matt to forget all his half-realized fears and focus on the 
immediate future. Nothing like years of training and a 
mission to cure depression, he guessed. 


IT CAME aS no surprise whatsoever when they got to White 
Sands and Lieutenant Milk—a huge black guy; predictable, 
with a name like that—on the Ranger team reported they 
had positive intel showing some of Farmer’s strike team in 
the Abiquiu POW camp. In other circumstances, Matt might 
have commented on Lieutenant Milk’s name, but he wasn’t 
really in the mood. He was more in the mood to get this shit 
done and get out of here. 


“You done this before?” Matt asked. 
The lieutenant smiled dryly. “Coupla times.” 


Matt took that to mean he spent most of his time 
liberating and escorting Blue troops home from POW 
camps. A well-armed shuttle service. They probably even 
had a frequent flyer program. The four people in front of 
him had that flatly bored look that came only from 
complete confidence in their routine. They also had that 
guarded look in their eyes that meant they knew Matt was 
about to fuck with their well-oiled machine. 


“All right. We’ll just spectate, then. Is there a good 
rendezvous where we can see the camp?” He didn’t want to 
do it, but if he had no other choice, he’d take down his 
mental wall and communicate with Farmer. He needed line 
of sight to do that. If Farmer’s implant hadn’t surpassed its 
original programming like James’s had, he couldn’t pick up 
messages through walls. Shit, Farmer couldn’t pick up 
messages at all, just intent and emotions, right? And what 
would his range be? 


Matt wasn’t even going to speculate about what 
Farmer might or might not be capable of with an active 
Trick. 


The Lieutenant showed a molecule of surprise when 
Matt said they weren’t going into the POW camp with 
them. Th’fuck did he think, Matt wanted to ruin an 
experienced team’s mojo? Well, yeah, Milk obviously did 


think that. Matt wasn’t that stupid, self-important, or 
green. 


When Matt turned back to Jude and Levine, Jude said 
in an urgent voice, “Not going in with them? With Farmer... 
like he is?” 

Matt gave him a look. “You just want to go in with 
them. Shut up. I’ll give them special handling instructions.” 


Jude shifted from foot to foot, but managed not to say 
anything. For a few seconds. “They gonna need an 
explosives guy?” 

Matt sighed. Well, it was better than an outright 
argument or challenge to his authority. What were the pros 
and cons? Pro: he’d get rid of Jude for a while. Con: Jude 
could fuck things up. “No promises,” he finally told Jude, 
and then he went and stepped aside with the Ranger 
lieutenant to give him the details on Farmer while the other 
guys eyed each other, making attempts at small talk 
consisting largely of grunts. Even the woman on Milk’s 
team spoke fluent grunt. She must be career military. 
Captain Levine mostly just looked amused. 


“Lieutenant Farmer requires special handling. You 
have a re-coder on your team?” 


“Nope,” Lieutenant Milk said succinctly. 


“K, good.” Matt wasn’t surprised. From what he 
remembered from his time in the Taos-Mexico Corridor, he 
knew it was too active an area to risk turning anyone’s chip 
on until they got back to base. “I have one. I’m going to 
turn everyone’s chip off when we leave, and they don’t go 
live again until we get back here and Lieutenant Farmer’s 
on the orbiter.” 


Milk raised an eyebrow. He took a good look at the 
orbiter. “Looks like a regular craft to me. Not, huh?” 


“Its shielded.” No wave traffic could get in the 
passenger area of the craft unless someone was plugged in. 


Milk’s eyebrows went up farther. He lost most of his 
bored look, intrigued. Hopelessly intrigued, since he knew 
damn well he wouldn’t ever figure out what was going on. 
“This is blacker than black, huh?” 


“The right frontal lobe of my brain doesn’t have 
clearance to know what’s going on,” Matt replied. “Once 
you have Farmer, you’re going to need to cut all com traffic. 
If he seems, I dunno, weird, use caution.” Matt didn’t know 
else to describe it, but he had to give a warning of some 
type. 

Milk huffed softly and kicked the ground. “He’s Psi- 
force. Those guys’re all weird, trying to analyze you and 
shit.” 


Matt snorted. “You should meet my boyfriend,” he 
responded before he thought. Should he even bring James 
up in casual conversation? Christ, he was getting paranoid. 
But the idea of James analyzing anyone was laughable. 
Well, anyone other than Matt. 


Milk looked up sharply. “S Farmer gay?” he asked, 
intent. 

Matt shrugged noncommittally. 

“They gene-type POWs as soon as they get to camp,” 
Milk told him. 

“Yeah, got that info on the way down. Twenty-four hour 
turnaround on the results.” 


“Officially. Sometimes they get them faster. They 
transport POWs to re-education the minute they have 
results. If Farmer has the gay gene, he could be gone.” 


Matt felt the blood drain out of his head, rushing past 
his ears to make sure he got the message. Re-education 
camp was where James’s implant had developed new 


abilities. And if Farmer had a Trick too, and ended up in re- 
ed.... “We need to move now.” 


“Might need a little less stealth than we’re used to.” 
Milk started to check over his personal shit, his wrist comp. 
He made some invisible signal to his team, and they began 
pulling packs on and checking weapons. 


“Need an explosives expert?” Matt tried. That ought to 
make Jude happy. 


Jude went. They could use an explosives guy, and Jude 
did have an exemplary record. His record didn’t say 
anything about him being an obnoxious bastard. 


Captain Levine piloted a skimmer on a ten-minute 
flight to a spot about ten klicks outside Abiquiu, just east of 
the borderline between Red and Blue. They had a two-hour 
hike into the camp near a place called the Ghost Ranch. 
Matt tried to work up mild interest. He’d heard the Ghost 
Ranch was cool, but he’d never seen it while in the Taos- 
Mexico Corridor. 


He was mostly just thinking about being back here. 
Once they crossed the border, they officially left the 
Corridor and were in New Mexico, Red State. 


Matt did all right on the hike, but two hours later, in 
the Red, lying in wait, neck muscles stiff and cramping 
from not looking at the landscape or the vista (other than 
the POW camp) or the scrub? He needed a distraction. 


So as they lay on a mesa overlooking the POW camp, 
heads decorated with sagebrush that Matt was trying to 
ignore the existence of, he finally had a real conversation 
with Captain Levine. “D’you wanna go too, Captain 
Levine?” He kind of doubted it. Levine looked a little older 
and slightly amused by Jude. Slightly more amused than he 
seemed to be about everything else. 


“Nah. I’m used to staying behind and keeping the 
skimmer warmed up.” The skimmer sat two hours behind 
them, well in the Blue Corridor, but whatever. End of 
conversation. Until Levine said, “Guess you should just call 
me Dal. Gonna be Contract, right?” 


“Yeah? ’Kay.” Matt didn’t have anything else much to 
say to Levine. As a distraction, he was almost as stressful 
as the scrub. 


“So, I guess we have a ‘friend’ in common.” 


Matt nearly let his forehead hit the dirt in resignation. 
Really? They had to have this conversation now? He kept 
his eyes in his helmet scope instead, although it wasn’t like 
he could see shit. It was late enough that the night-camo 
the Rangers wore made them invisible, and if they did their 
job right, they’d stay that way. Unless Jude blew something 
up. “Mm-hm.” Was that enough answer? 


“Your grandparents made a point of telling me.” 


Matt’s forehead hit the dirt. He rolled it back and forth 
a couple of times. (Sagebrush swayed in the wind, right?) 
Why? Why did he work with his family? They always did 
protective, embarrassing, humiliating shit like this. 


Dal snickered quietly. Matt rolled onto his cheek and 
glared. Dal didn’t look at him; he continued to scope the 
POW camp. “Th’fuck did they say?” Matt was forced to ask. 

“Said if I was gonna bring personal jealousies into this 
Task Force, they’d prefer to find someone else.” Dal 
shrugged, just barely. 

“Meddling old farts,” Matt grumbled, lifting his head 
up again. 

“Thought t’was kinda nice.” Dal had the slightest 
accent, sometimes. “’Sides, I like to know someone cares 
about James. He needed that, and I wasn’t the guy to give it 
to him.” 


Matt cleared his throat. “Yeah. We’re solid.” 
“Good.” 


It took him a couple of minutes to work up to it, but 
Matt told him, “Thanks.” 


A few more silent minutes went by. “So.” Dal asked too 
casually. “Your cousin, that Jude kid. He’s kinda cute.” 


“Anais and Lance’ll like that about as much as you 
bringing ‘personal jealousies’ into the Task Force.” Matt 
felt a little twinge of protectiveness himself. Surprised the 
hell out of him. J need a new job. 


“Well, hell,” Dal said softly, with amused regret, 
“mighty fine ass on that kid.” 


“Yeah? From now on, imagine it with a ‘Danger: Keep 
Back Five Hundred Meters’ sign on it.” 


Dal sighed and chuckled. “Don’t worry. Your gramma 
scares me. Ill just appreciate it from a distance.” 


“Smart man.” 


Matt wasn’t excited to admit it, but he kind of liked 
Dal, in spite of his insistence on occasionally mentioning 
Jude. “Think they’ll have to blow anything up?” Dal asked 
after a few minutes. 


S not very likely. These guys do this shit all the time, 
and they don’t regularly blow shit up or they wouldn’t need 
Jude.” 


“Why'd they take Jude, then?” 


Matt had a couple of theories. If Farmer was under 
guard awaiting transport to re-ed, they might need some 
special fireworks to get him out. Not to mention once they 
had Farmer, they couldn’t use coms. Nothing like an 
explosion to provide not only a signal, but also a diversion if 
things didn’t go smoothly. In other words, if Matt and Dal 


saw fireworks, it was a bad sign. He’d started to answer 
Dal when something blew up. 


Of course. 


He and Dal watched, rigid and silent, looking for signs 
of the Blue troopers in the ensuing semichaos. Thirty-six 
seconds later—Matt started timing automatically as soon as 
the explosion went off—an H3 armored hydro left the POW 
camp by the road, followed by a prisoner transport vehicle, 
another H3 bumping along to catch up. “Oh, that’s not 
good,” Matt said just loud enough for Dal to hear. 


“Well, shit,” Dal returned. “M watchin’ the camp. Let 
you know when I have a visual on the Rangers.” 


Matt watched the convoy. The prisoner convoy, he was 
certain. Seventeen seconds after it left the camp, it slowed 
for a bend in the road. It was almost full dark, and the light 
from the POW camp didn’t illuminate the convoy much, but 
for a brief second, he saw a shadow detach itself from 
under the prison truck and roll into the ditch. Even with NV 
lenses—“night vision” an imaginary com in his mind 
chirped—he wasn’t sure he really saw it. 

It could be a trick of his desperately hopeful eyes. It 
could be an unsuccessful attempt to break Farmer out. He 
never saw a second shadow, but two guys coming off the 
truck together would be less dangerous than separately. 


“Got ’em,” Dal reported in a smooth tone. “Seven of 
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em. 


There should be nine. Two strike teams plus Jude. Matt 
tried not to hope the missing guys were injured Rangers or 
random unknown troopers from Farmer’s team. Never even 
looked at their names. If one of Farmer’s buddies didn’t 
make it out, Matt would rectify that, he swore. 


He tried not to hope he’d need to rectify that, but it 
was better than the alternative. 


A little over six minutes out and Milk reported to him, 
“Missing Kell and Farmer.” Like everyone else, Milk 
dropped the “Barlow” in Jude’s last name. They did it to 
Matt with “Viteaux” all the time. The military liked to 
shorten shit. 


Fuckity-fuck. “Farmer’s going to re-education camp?” 


“Yeah. Your cuz freaked. Said it couldn’t happen. We’ll 
just send Contract in, right?” Milk sounded like he wanted 
reassurance. 


Matt’s scalp tried to crawl off to hide. “Where’s Jude?” 


“He’s with the convoy. Grabbed the undercarriage, 
said you’d know what he was doing. Wired their satellite 
booster to blow too.” 


“They don’t have sat?” 
“They don’t have a booster. That’s it.” 


Matt nearly wept. So basically, com was just peachy. 
Put all the individual com units on emergency frequencies 
and they were mostly effective. If the ground com traffic 
repeater wasn’t out.... 


“Repeater?” 


Milk shrugged. “Repeater’s fine.” Shit. Long-distance 
ground com was fine too, then. “What about Kell?” 


“We wait. He’ll be here soon.” That was no trick of the 
eyes. Jude had come off the bottom of that transport. 
They’d all done a quick scout of the area, Jude knew where 
they were positioned relative to the road, and Matt bet he’d 
set charges on the convoy based on his rough knowledge. 
“We can’t let Farmer arrive at re-ed. We need to get him 
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now. 


Something about Milk’s face was just wrong. His eyes 
got whiter around the edges. “Contract has to do that.” 


“What? Why?” 


“They make POWs take the oath right before they 
leave.” 


“The forced oath of citizenship?” Matt’s voice got 
embarrassingly high. And that was a fucking stupid 
question because what other oath would a guy leaving POW 
camp in Red custody be taking? 


So only Contract could go after Farmer due to the 
damn Four Corners Agreement between the Confederated 
Red States and the Blue States of America. Jude and Dal 
were still SpecForce. They only had one Contractor here: 
Matt. 


THEY set up a rendezvous for Matt, Jude, Dal, and Farmer. 
Milk had to get one injured Ranger (his) and two other 
SpecForce (from Farmer’s team) back to White Sands for 
treatment. They would take the skimmer; safer in the long 
run than leaving it and letting it draw attention. 


Jude had shown up about two minutes after Matt 
figured out he was on his own. Jude had already figured it 
out. No one ever accused him of being stupid, just 
obnoxious. “You got—” He consulted his wrist comp. “ 
twelve minutes, thirty-four seconds before the charge I set 
on the loading door of the prisoner transport goes off,” he 
told Matt. 


“That’s it? Just on the prisoner transport? No diversion 
charge?” 

“What, you coulda done better?” Jude snarled. He was 
beyond obnoxious into belligerent, and he had every right; 
he’d done more than Matt could have. ’Sides, Jude would 
see not setting the second charge as a failure, and he didn’t 
take failure well. 


“Sounds pretty damn impressive to me,” Dal said in his 
even tone. 


Jude’s face got a look to it that Matt might call self- 
conscious, and he flicked a glance at Dal. “Thanks,” he 
muttered. 


“Sorry,” Matt rasped to Jude. Truth was, he was 
terrified. This was something he hadn’t done a lot of as an 
extraction agent. Some fancy shit, yeah, but rescue a guy 
out of a prison convoy in a place that still gave him the 
occasional nightmare? Not really, no. 


What if he couldn’t do it? James will be alone. 


Well, that choice just wasn’t an option, so he got his 
shit together, and took stock of what he had. He had digi- 
camo, which was standard but useful, especially for a guy 
with a bum leg. He had Milk, who could give him in-depth 
knowledge of the local landscape. He had Jude’s explosion. 
And, thank God, Jude’s tracking device. Matt got busy. 


“They leave the Ghost Ranch complex seven-point-four 
kilometers southeast of here,” Milk said, indicating the 
POW camp. “Bad road until then, ’s why they’re traveling 
that slow. They’ll hit 84, then pick up speed, almost there 
now.” Matt adjusted his comp for the new rate of speed. 
“They have to make a U-turn on the route, here, and head 
northwest up the highway. That gives you another eight 
kilometers before they’re even with our position. You could 
see them pass by below us.” 


“If I was going to still be up here,” he said absently. 
Milk didn’t respond. Matt looked at their position, north of 
the camp, and calculated. How fast could he rappel down 
the side of this mesa? About two hundred fifty yards from 
there to 84, then another few hundred yards to the target 
zone. He needed almost seven minutes if he walked it, less 
if he ran. 


“I need a large mass of rock near here,” he told Milk, 
indicating the most likely place for the convoy to be when 
the charge went off. 

Milk raised his eyebrows. “How large?” 

“Big as possible.” 

“There’s a blind there.” He pointed at a spot about 
three hundred meters from Matt’s finger. “Almost a cave. 
Called Echo Amphitheater. You go in there, though, you’re 
trapped.” 


“No one would go in there if they were trying to 
escape?” 

“Hell, no.” 

“Perfect.” 

Milk studied him a minute. “You using the heat of the 
rock?” 

“Yeah. Think it’ll work?” 

“Just might. They’re used to people running if they get 
free. Spend a lot of time relying on heat-sensing equipment. 
They’ll expect you to go northeast, out of the Red. Or 
southwest and circle around. Southeast is back to the 
Ghost Ranch, northwest is cliff face.” Echo Amphitheater 
was northwest of the target zone. 

“Good.” 

Matt needed one more thing. He found an unusually 
subdued Jude and told him to hand over his com. 

“Here.” Jude handed it over. “Better go.” 

Matt stared at him. “What’s your problem?” 

“What? I don’t have a problem.” 

“Why’re you so quiet?” 

Jude scowled at him. “Not. Just... sore. Fell off a truck.” 


Matt flicked a look over to an amused, also silent, Dal. 
“Sorry. Stay near Dal, since you don’t have a com.” 


“I’m not stupid!” Jude flared. 


“You’ve proven otherwise on occasion,” Matt snarked. 
Then he felt bad as he saw Jude’s color darken in his night 
vision. But fuck, Jude was just acting weird... er. He’d 
normally be threatening Matt by now, warning he was 
going to (fail to) feed him dirt once this op was over. This 
time he just... sank into himself, shoulders curling slightly 
toward his chest. Th’fuck was up with Jude? 


Matt didn’t really have time to worry about it. He had 
four minutes and change to get off the mesa and meet a 
prison convoy. 


Jude read his mind, so to speak. “You gotta go. I'll 
belay for you. See you at the rendezvous by dawn.” 


Matt nodded, now struck mute. Even Jude the 
Obnoxious just assumed Matt could do this. Yeah, he had 
some issues with Matt, and they didn’t get along, but Jude 
just assumed.... “’K. Let’s go.” 


A COUPLE of times on the way down the cliff face Matt 
cursed military doctors. He instinctively used his right leg 
to control his descent, which was iffy in the dark. Did they 
have to make his prosthetic able to feel pain? Then he hit 
his left leg and just cursed. The laser assault rifle shifted 
halfway down and poked him in the back. The things I 
suffer for my fucking job. 


When he got to the bottom, he had three minutes. He 
could move fast enough to make it, although he might be 
pushing the safety factor in the dark. Please let there not 
be rodent dens in my path, he begged some unspecified 
deity. 


Matt made it to the ditch next to the road in time to 
watch the convoy roll by, unharmed, no fireworks. He 
checked his comp; the charge was set to go off in just 
under one minute. 


Fucking lovely. In one minute they’d be nearly a 
kilometer down the road. His right thigh protested at the 
thought. Shut up. He sighed and let the convoy get far 
enough ahead that he could run in the road instead of crawl 
in the ditch. He’d only be able to do that for a few hundred 
yards, but it was better than nothing. 


He took a chance. The charge went off when he was 
still on the road. He could hear the convoy but not see it, 
since they had just rounded a bend. A rock formation stood 
between him and the convoy, something tall and skinny and 
a bitch to climb when he didn’t care about making noise. 
Climbing it in the dark stealthily? Impossible. 


Perfect, he could work with that. Matt headed for the 
opposite side of the road and the ditch. 


When he finally crawled far enough around the bend to 
see, he was twenty meters or so from the convoy. Two guys 
in the front H3, two guys in the transport, standing at the 
back looking at the door, two guys in the rear H3 out of 
their vehicle, covering them. For a second, Matt wondered 
what kind of chip he’d need to start the empty H3, but 
that’d be stupid, like taking a tracker along for the ride. 
They were escaping on foot. He took a few minutes to get 
even with the convoy, in the ditch across from the bitch-to- 
climb rock formation. 


Just six guards to take care of, assuming there wasn’t a 
seventh in the back with Farmer. The rear doors of the 
transport were hanging open, cockeyed and sporting blast 
marks, and one guard had a weapon trained on the interior. 
If they had a guy inside, they wouldn’t be covering Farmer 
from the outside, right? 


He could hear the guards talking. “Th’fuck happened? 
You sure you got no activity nearby, Juarez?” 


One of the other H3 guys shook his head, alternately 
checking his comp and the dark. From the way he searched 
visually, Matt could tell he had night vision lenses. They all 
would, but there was too much light, and it would ruin their 
perception. And his. Matt took a minute to blink his lenses 
out. He’d have to put them back in on the run, but he 
needed the advantage right now. 


“Can’t be sure we’re getting all the com traffic since 
the booster’s out, but I got nothing,” Juarez answered. 


Matt spent a few more minutes listening to them 
mentally scratch their heads and discuss what to do before 
he made his move. He waited until Juarez had turned to 
check the steep rock formation across the road, and then 
Matt used the launcher on his assault rifle to wing Jude’s 
com over the guards’ heads and into the rock face. Please 
let it not break. Coms were tough, but not unbreakable, as 
Anais had demonstrated. Matt had to hope her fist was 
harder than rock. He tried to aim so the com would land in 
the looser rock at the base of the formation. 


He heard the muted thud, and then everyone heard the 
soft slide of pebbles down the rock face. The guards went 
still and then moved to take cover. On Matt’s side of the 
transport. 


Okay, so a flaw in the plan. He’d adjust, right? Fucking 
better. 


The good news was there was no one directly covering 
Farmer. He’d be shackled inside, but Matt decided to have 
faith that Farmer would figure out a way to short the 
electro-magnetic locks, or just break them. Unless he was 
unconscious from the explosion? 


Stop thinking. 


Matt implemented the next step in his half-assed plan. 
He craned his head just enough to reach his com mic. 
“SOUE” he breathed into it. 


“SpecForce!” a childish voice rang out—loudly—from 
the base of the rock. 


That was when the two guards in the front H3 joined 
the other four, stealthily climbing out of their vehicle on the 
side opposite the rock and making their way back to the 
rest. Then they had to chat a bit. Matt couldn’t hear 
anything ‘cause they were actually quiet. Finally, two of 
them crept to the front H3, two to the back, and they began 
a standard search pattern. It took ten minutes before Matt 
was sure he could take out the other two without the four 
searching the rock formation hearing him. 


This part made him feel vaguely sick. He had to kill the 
remaining guards, no two ways about it. Couldn’t risk 
leaving them alive. He gave it a minute, until he heard what 
he was sure was a check-in from the searchers. He 
swallowed and aimed. 


Just before he hit the trigger on his rifle, he saw a 
shadow dressed in prison yellow rise up from under the 
transport. Farmer—had to be. He hooked the ankle of the 
other guard, bringing him down, knocking his weapon away 
with his hand, and jumped the guard Matt had been aiming 
at—nearly all in one move. Matt switched his aim to the 
other guard and shot him in the temple when he reached 
for his weapon. Much easier to kill a guy when he aimed to 
shoot the guy you were rescuing. Lot less moral quailing 
then. God bless prisoners who take a hand in their own 
rescue. 


Matt figured he could explore the ethics of being proud 
he’d managed to kill someone later. 


The best part was Matt didn’t even have to shoot the 
other guy; Farmer broke his neck within seconds. Then he 


ran for the ditch, nearly straight to Matt. 


Did he know Matt was here? Fuck, could he read Matt? 
He didn’t have more than a couple seconds to think about it 
before Farmer was in the ditch next to him. Matt watched 
him turn to take on whatever was coming his way, and then 
he stilled when he saw two bodies and no one after him. 
Th’fuck happened to the other guy? Farmer’s face said it so 
clearly he may as well have spoken. 


“I shot him,” Matt subvocalized; then he had the 
pleasure of watching Farmer nearly come out of his skin. In 
a silent, very SpecForce kinda way, but still. He hadn’t 
known Matt was there. “You can’t read me?” he asked, to 
be sure. 


That was when Farmer’s face lost all expression, just in 
that way James’s did when he didn’t want anyone to know 
what he was thinking. Matt stared a second too long and 
then shook himself, grabbed the extra night vision lenses 
from his u-vest for Farmer, and started putting his own 
back in. “We need to get outta here. We can talk when we 
get there. Just over a kilometer to where we’re headed. You 
gotta get that off.” Matt nodded at the screaming yellow 
jump suit accessorized with tracker. 


Farmer had already started stripping. He kept an eye 
on Matt the whole time, but willing to go so far. Finally 
Farmer spoke. “Let’s go.” He didn’t know if he could trust 
Matt, obviously. Had he ever met someone he couldn’t 
read? Matt silently handed him the digi-camo, folded up. It 
wouldn’t help with the cold—had to be near freezing—but it 
would keep him from being obvious. Except for heat 
sensors. 


Matt didn’t have time to worry about it. He turned and 
headed southwest. Couldn’t be helped, the convoy had 
overshot Matt’s hoped-for target area. Soon as they were 
around the bend and far enough away, they’d cross and 


head west. Over five hundred extra meters to the 
amphitheater. Matt calculated in his head, duckwalking 
down the ditch, neck prickling at having Farmer at his back 
but not having Farmer’s trust. 


He didn’t have a clue if Farmer had an active Trick. 
Matt decided to assume for now that Farmer would go 
along with his rescue, active Trick and untrusting or not. 
The skin on his neck wasn’t completely kosher with that, 
but he’d do what he had to, to survive. 


When they crossed the road, Matt took a second to say, 
“If you can feel them, tell me once they figure out you’re 
gone.” 


“Just did,” Farmer said shortly, his face setting like 
building mix-crete. 


“Kay, we just changed our plan. C’mon.” 


Farmer followed him silently, Matt moving with more 
speed and less stealth, straight for the mesa wall to the 
west. The brush at the base could conceal them, and the 
radiant heat would hide them from sensors. Matt had the 
impending sense of being tracked, tickling the nape of his 
neck and driving his heartbeat. Half-remembered nights in 
the Corridor on his tour there streamed through his mind 
as they loped across the rocky ground. 


When they hit the higher concealing brush at the mesa 
wall and Matt stopped for a breather, he had a half-second 
of warning—some increased sensation or disturbance in 
what Laslo always called the Force—before Farmer jumped 
him. Maybe it was the slither of the digi-camo coming off of 
Farmer when he shed it, but Matt felt him move. 


Well, Farmer tried to jump him. There weren’t a lot of 
guys who could beat Matt or any of his family in hand to 
hand. They’d been trained by a Chinese-style ninja— 
moshuh nanren—since childhood, after all. James had been 


one of the few who had ever managed to take Matt down, 
and that had more to do with landing on him from above. 


Matt considered it significant that James had been able 
to tackle him successfully. 


When he had Farmer facedown under him, hand 
between his shoulder blades, touching too much bare skin, 
Matt accepted he had to do it. Let Farmer in, at least 
enough to show him he had a plan and was really on his 
side. 


He didn’t fucking want to do it, especially with Farmer 
all but naked under him, actually touching his skin. Matt 
didn’t care what Anais or James said; it felt like cheating. 
But James had made him promise, if it was necessary.... He 
could do it, right? He’d managed to keep some of his 
feelings for James secret when he was falling in love and 
desperate to protect himself. He could keep stuff from 
Lieutenant Farmer. 


Matt took a breath and imagined grabbing all the stuff 
that was private inside of him, just between him and James, 
and hanging on to it. Built a mental wall. Let the good 
intentions and the trustworthiness hang out right up front; 
then he cracked that outer wall a bit so Farmer could get 
in. 


It took maybe fifteen seconds, but Farmer relaxed, 
muscles going slack, sort of like surrender. Slowly Matt let 
him go, getting on his knees, and handing Farmer the digi- 
camo. Moving carefully, they both sat back and looked out 
at the plateau. Flatland? He could never remember the 
damn difference. Matt tried to remember and not to think 
about what it meant to have someone else in his head. He 
sealed his wall up tight again. 


He felt... awful. He hadn’t even been able to tell 
Farmer was there, but he had been. Inside Matt’s mind or 


his emotions or wherever. Which meant anyone could get 
in, other than James, and Matt wouldn’t know. 


He’d kinda rather not know if someone else was in 
there, so maybe that part was a good thing. And he liked 
the idea he could only “feel” James in there. It would be 
skin-crawlingly intimate if he could feel other people. 


“You have a plan.” Farmer said. 


“Yeah. Not a fun plan, or an interesting one, but it’s 
worked for me before.” 


“I’m okay with boring. Just get me back to the 
Corridor.” 


“That’s the plan. How far away can you sense them?” 
Matt felt Farmer stiffen again next to him. “Obviously, I 
know about your implant.” 


“Figuring that out, yeah.” Farmer didn’t add anything 
more. He seemed more hesitant than recalcitrant. 


“My boyfriend has one,” Matt said. He was mildly 
surprised to hear it come out of his mouth. He still didn’t 
know how far he could trust Farmer, but he had a feeling if 
Farmer did have a Trick, it wasn’t active. Matt was going 
with his gut on this one. 


“That’s who you’re protecting?” Farmer looked at him 
sideways, tapping his temple to make it clear what he was 
asking. 

“Yeah.” Matt swallowed and stared straight ahead. 
“It’s James Ayala.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw 
Farmer’s eyebrows go up. 


Lieutenant Farmer answered then. “If they’re in the 
open, I can sense them maybe a half kilometer. I can’t 
sense anything now, and IIl never sense a drone.” 


“I have a sensor for that.” Matt patted his leg absently. 
Farmer didn’t ask. 


They kept moving, following the mesa wall, staying in 
the brush, not worrying too much about moving branches. 
Matt got colder, so Farmer must be like ice in that camo. It 
was below freezing, for sure. 


It took them twenty minutes to get to Echo 
Amphitheater. Eight minutes in, Farmer breathed just loud 
enough for Matt to hear. “They’re on the plain somewhere. 
Got reinforcements. They’re pissed.” 


“Dogs?” Please let them not have tracking dogs. Matt 
couldn’t explain how to “talk” to one, and he doubted 
Farmer could do it. 


“I can’t sense dogs.” 
“Like, you don’t know how, or you don’t sense any?” 
“Never tried.” 


Matt stopped, and they hunkered down. Farmer maybe 
couldn’t talk to dogs, but he could probably sense them. 
“Kay, James says they’re different somehow, but the 
sensation is the same. Like a different kind of mind, I 
guess. He says when they hunt, they’re nothing but joy and 
excitement. You can sense them.” He was certain Pearl had 
said it was just an increase in strength of the implant, not a 
new skill set. Right? It was the talking to dogs that was the 
stumbling block. 


Farmer tried. Matt could see it in the blankness of his 
face. After a while he shook his head. “I don’t feel anything 
like that. There’s no joy down there tonight.” 

“Let’s go.” 

According to the wrist comp, they were about two 
minutes away from the amphitheater when the drone came 
over the top of the mesa. Matt froze when his leg 
thrummed at him, Farmer freezing behind him instantly in 
reaction. 


The next two minutes of travel took ten, crawling 
slowly on their bellies across loose rock, which had to suck 
for Lieutenant Farmer with nothing but the digi-camo to 
protect him. Matt hoped to God he didn’t cut himself and 
leave blood. That would be a clear trail, dogs or not. 


They finally made it, flat behind a boulder in a 
depression, as close to the rock wall of the amphitheater as 
Matt could get them. “What now?” Farmer asked. 


“We wait.” 
“I was afraid of that.” 
“Not looking forward to it much myself, Lieutenant.” 


“I think we’re on a first-name basis, now. Guess you 
know I’m Brandon.” 


“Matt Viteaux-Tennimore. Queer Extraction Services 
Association.” Better to go with that than Task Force Iota for 
now. No telling what was going to happen with Farmer. 
Brandon. Not to mention if he did have an active Trick, it 
was better he thought this was just some regular queer 
extraction. Speedy one, but regular. Ish. 


“This isn’t one of the better first dates I’ve been on, 
Matt,” Brandon offered in a mild voice. 


—DJINN— 


THaT Woman stupidly believed that Converged Beings were 
the endgame. She thought she’d satisfied her own God by 
having a hand in creating them. Djinn and Mad had 
laughed about it, once upon a time. Djinn sniffed (well, he 
pretended). As if any deity worth the name would be 
satisfied with only a Converged Being. Djinn’s Creator 
would get the Converged Trans-human Being, someday, 
and with very little help from That Woman. Her role was 
over. She’d been in the right place at the right time and had 
the right susceptibilities; a tool whose useful life has ended. 


A tool who’d trapped him in Damn Box. 
“Master Djinn, what’s all this text?” 


Ah, yes. The only sticky part of his plan. He was 
counting on That Woman’s befuddled ways to keep her 
from being overly curious. Or cautious. 


“That’s the hint. That’s where the trail starts, leading 
them away from you and Master Smith. It’s just a bunch of 
scientific research babble. You wouldn’t find it interesting.” 
Or comprehensible. 


“But who’s this name you’ve used?” 


Djinn imagined himself smiling broadly in villainous 
satisfaction. His little joke, revenge on two of the handed, 
since he had the opportunity. “Ah. That is Master Smith’s 
lab assistant. I’m sure you’ve heard me mention him. I call 
him Boy.” 


That Woman lost interest immediately. Beg him for 
help she might, but she didn’t trust him still. She had been 
reading the program he’d written and printed out for her, 
to be sure he didn’t double-cross her. She would never 
expect the double cross to come from the text, especially 
not text purported to be from her beloved Master Smith’s 
assistant. She scanned the information, but Djinn was 
certain she never attempted to understand it. 


(With those miscreants around, Djinn began to suspect 
Mad Master might be happier now that he’d been 
separated from his mortal coil and their ineptitude.) 

That Woman was a moron. Djinn imagined himself 
cackling. He’d found that pretending he was rubbing his 
hands in evil glee or sniffing with disdain was very 
satisfying, much more so than merely wishing he could. 

“And this programming? It further obscures my past?” 

Well, no, actually it laid it all out clearly. “Yes. No one 
could ever find you now.” 


“Thank you, Master,” That Woman fairly gushed. She 
actually sounded grateful. Imbecile. “With this, I hope that 
soon I can safely release you from your hideout.” 

(Ha! “Hideout” his virtual ass.) 


“Oh, I am confident I will be released, soon, Colonel. 
Rest easy.” 
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Matt had only been gone a few minutes when James felt 
Miz coming. He went out front and waited for her. She was 
mad as hell at him for leaving her. She snorted at him as 
she got close, horse boogers and everything. 


“Sorry,” James said. “They didn’t give me time to get 
you before I had to come up.” She grudgingly accepted 
that. After James spent an hour patting her and talking to 
her. Truthfully, he was glad she was here. If he couldn’t 
have Matt, he wanted his horse. Their horse. Whatever. 


“How’d you make it over the fences around this 
place?” James asked. He wondered what the hell his guards 
had thought when they saw a horse go by. They better have 
seen her. 


Miz snorted disdainfully. She’d jumped the fences, of 
course. Miz finally let him go back inside for a bit, but he 
was only there a few minutes before he felt someone else 
coming—in a skimmer, this time. 


“Someone’s left us a trail,” Anais greeted him when 
James opened the door. Pearl was right behind her and 
followed when Anais shoved her way in. 


“A trail for what?” James asked, holding the door open 
still, staring over his shoulder at Anais. “To get up here?” 
Didn’t she already know how to get to Lost Valley? Shit, 
they took a skimmer. What the hell kind of trail did the 
woman need? 


“Shut the door, it’s cold,” she snapped. “A trail showing 
us where to look for who’s researched bio-tech circuitry in 
the past. We got plenty of hits, plenty of projects using 
naturally occurring biological organisms for circuits or 
other tech. Then outta nowhere we find a reference by an 
obscure grad student—who never published anything 
before or since—to work by a cyberneticist with the Trans- 
Christians. Work using brain parasites, and T spiralis was 
one of the subjects.” 


“Uh....” James tried to put two and two together again, 
but he was still getting one. “A reference? How come you 
didn’t just find the original work then?” He knew they were 
trying to tell him something was wrong, but his heart 
began to thump hopefully. Could they find the answers this 
easily? 

“The Trans-Christians don’t publish outside their 
church. All research belongs to the church, and the church 
determines what to do. They don’t contribute to scientific 
databases except in cases where it’s contributed to a 
finished product. And then the church determines what’s 
made public.” Pearl’s voice was less strident, but she was 
just as agitated as Anais. 


Okay, still hopeful. James tried sending them both 
calm. It worked with Matt, but was hit or miss with others, 
and he mostly missed. “I’m not really following how this 
constitutes a trail.” 


Anais became an annoyed jangle of nerves, but before 
she could say anything, Pearl stepped between her and 
James. “The research never led to a product or 
revolutionary change of any sort, so the Trans-Christians 
never released the scientific data. In order for this grad 
student to know about it, he had to be a Trans-Christian. 
But if he was a Trans-Christian graduate student, his work 
would all belong to the church. We’d never find it, either.” 


“What, this stuff never leaks?” His hope began to 
crumble, just a bit. 


“What are the chances of the exact piece of 
information we need leaking?” Anais snapped. 


Not good. “So, what? It’s a trap? Someone knows 
we’re looking for the information.... What are you doing?” 


“We’re following the trail,” Anais grumbled, idly 
scratching something off the table with a thumbnail. 


“You are? ’Cause it kind of looks like you’re standing in 
the kitchen in a cabin that has no hookups, data ports, or 
deskscreens.” He was curt, but so what? He needed to 
know this shit, now. He was sick of limbo, and he wanted 
out. 


“Ha!” barked Anais. “You think they’ll tell a North 
American Catholic Church nun anything? Or someone as 
diplomatic as me? Hell, no. We sent in the shock troops.” 
She finally let a smile slip out. A tiny one, but it grew. 


“Who are the shock troops?” 


Anais grinned evilly. “Who is the shock troop. We sent 
in Captain Torres. He’s got a com appointment right now 
with the Trans-Christian Research head.” 


“Oh.... Good call.” "Cause seriously, could anyone else 
do it better? James wracked his brain for anything else that 
might help. “What’s the name of the obscure graduate 
student?” 


Anais got a weird look on her face. “Strangest thing, 
but it looked familiar. Coulda sworn I’ve seen it before. His 
name’s Logan Johnson. He’s not Trans-Christian anymore, 
far aS we can... why are you looking at me like that?” she 
barked. Her brain was whirring, trying to come up with the 
connection she’d missed. Missing connections annoyed her. 


“That’s the name of the Red Idaho soldier who helped 
us get back to Oregon.” 


“THE name of the researcher is Bob Smith,” Torres said as 
soon as he came in the door an hour or so later. Well, after 
he’d “ma’amed” a couple times and greeted James. 


“What the hell kind of name is Bob Smith for some 
malevolent genius?” Anais groused. She’d been pissed at 
missing that connection to Logan Johnson but insisted it 
was just a coincidence until they had more data. “Logan 
Johnson is a common name,” she’d pointed out rationally. 


James had been certain it was the same guy. Too many 
damn coincidences. “Johnson was sincere,” he reminded 
her. “If it is the same guy. He wanted to help us out, and 
wanted our help to get out later.” 


“I believe it’s the name his parents gave him, ma’am,” 
Torres returned, answering Anais’s question about Bob 
Smith. James snorted. Torres’s cheek muscle jumped, just a 
little flicker. He liked sparring with Anais. “He came from 
Red Idaho—” 


“Idaho? Shit.” James’s heart was thumping for a 
different reason now; coincidences stacking up against him. 


Anais looked at him thoughtfully but spoke to Torres. 
“What else do you know?” 


“Smith was kicked out of the Trans-Christian church 
when he conducted unethical experiments on human 
subjects over fifteen years ago. He misled some of the 
Singularists that came to him for body modifications about 
what exactly he was doing. He had a habit of tinkering in 
people’s minds,” Torres said softly, meeting James’s eyes. 


James looked away and tried not to be sick. 


Everyone was silent a few seconds. Anais’s brain 
humming in that special way she had all over again. That 


creepy, almost inhuman way. If the Trick was active and 
took him over, would his brain become like that? James 
didn’t want to find out. 


“Did Smith have a following in the church?” she asked 
Torres. 


“A large one.” Torres waited. 


“Have we got the results from the cross-reference of 
the lists of people who knew about the program with the 
people who knew about the venue change?” 


“Yes, ma’am. Lieutenant Colonel Kell-Viteaux sent it 
with me. Seven names match.” Torres made no move to pull 
out his tablet or his hookup. He probably didn’t have them. 
James wasn’t allowed near them. 


“We better start comparing them against known 
church members. Biometrics data too—it could be someone 
who changed their identity.” Her brain hummed along 
smoothly behind her wall. “Were they willing to give up 
Smith’s pertinent research?” 


“Yes, ma’am. I took the liberty of loading it into your 
public cloud.” 


“Good job, Torres. Now I have another job for you. 
You’re on this graduate researcher, Logan Johnson. 
Everything you can find out about any name match in 
Idaho. Begin with matches for members of the Red Idaho 
Authority militia.” She gave James a small nod. “All right. 
Let’s get to work.” Anais snapped back to an emotional 
being. It startled James so much he almost jumped. “James, 
we’re going to figure this out.” 


“I know you are.” Wasn’t a doubt in his mind. 


MIDAFTERNOON, Gabi came to visit him. He had no real 
explanation for why his boyfriend’s mother showed up, but 
she was gossipy and had some interesting ideas, so James 
wasn’t complaining. Truth was, he liked his... mother-in- 
law? Well, she sort of was, and she wanted him to think of 
her that way, so... 


Besides, she didn’t stay too long, and that was a fine 
quality in a mother-in-law as far as he was concerned. 


LATER, James stood outside, in front of the cabin, watching 
the sky get dark. He loved this time of day. What’d they call 
it? The gloaming. 

He didn’t love it so much without Matt. Miz nudged his 
arm just then to remind him of her presence. He slung an 
arm around her neck to reassure her. Okay, so he had his 
horse. She bobbed her head and then lowered it to crop at 
some dead grass. 


It wasn’t quite the same as having his boyfriend. He 
knew by now Matt was well into retrieving Lieutenant 
Farmer. Lance had made a point of coming to tell James 
that they’d had to extract Farmer from a POW camp. Not 
being there with Matt, being stuck here, unable to do 
anything... it made him feel sort of thick inside, like 
everything had turned hard and immobile. Emotional 
constipation. If Laslo were here, what would he tell James 
about meditating that shit out? 

James looked up and, speak of the devil himself, there 
was Laslo coming out of the tree line toward him from the 
south. James watched him and waited. 


Laslo nodded as he got close, and then he turned to 
face west with James, heaving a big sigh. 


James waited patiently next to Laslo, trying to figure it 
out. He’d never seen Laslo quite this still. He had a lot of 
energy, and he was usually putting it to good effect, even 
when he wasn’t doing anything. You got the feeling he was 
thinking or something, then. Now he just seemed... 
introspective. In a kinda depressed way. Shit, was this 
about Logan Johnson? 

After a few silent minutes, Laslo asked, “You love Matt, 
right?” 

Th’fuck? “Yeah....” James stared at him, but Laslo 
stared resolutely at the horizon. 


“Like, you’re in love with him.” 

“Uh, yeah.” 

“Think you had a choice?” 

“Bout what?” 

“About falling in love?” 

This was just too weird. “Why would I want a choice?” 


Laslo shrugged and kicked the ground far, far too 
nonchalantly. “I dunno. You might.” 

“T didn’t.” 

“So you never thought about whether you could avoid 
it? Or maybe postpone it?” 

James shook his head. Poor, confused Laslo. James had 
a feeling for where this was going, even without his 
empathic woo-woo. It was definitely about Logan Johnson. 
“If I’d had a choice, and I’d chosen not to be in love, what 
would Matt’ve done?” 


Laslo froze. James wasn’t positive, but it looked like he 
paled. 


James tried not to grin, pretty much successfully. Time 
to change the subject. “You walk up here?” 


“Yeah.” 


“From Weimer?” That would be a lovely twenty-five- 
kilometer hike after work. 


“Nah, from where your perimeter is. Left the auto with 
Corporal Rinehart. Those guys are confused as shit about 
who you are and why they’re keeping you safe, but they’ll 
do their job. Had some weird story about a horse going by, 
earlier.” Laslo leaned past James to look at Miz, shaking his 
head. Then he went back to kicking at the ground. “They’re 
my Delta-6 unit. My old unit, now, I guess. Until SpecForce 
replaces me, this is their detail.” 


“They went ahead and discharged you?” Shit. “Sorry.” 
“T wanted it. I asked,” Laslo said in a monotone. 


James was shocked. “Oh.” He never would have 
guessed Laslo would leave SpecForce voluntarily. He was a 
lifer. Well, James had thought so. 


“Yeah. Shit changes.” 


James didn’t have anything to say to that other than, 
“You wanna beer?” 


“Fuck, yes.” 
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At 0203 someone came into the amphitheater. Matt didn’t 
need Brandon to tell him, the searchers didn’t attempt 
stealth. Didn’t need to, since anyone in here was trapped, 
right? 

He and Brandon were already silent, had been mostly 
silent for hours. Now they were both tense—that kind of 
tense that came with practice, where your body was 
deceptively relaxed, ready to respond to anything. 


Matt lay there under the digi-camo with Brandon, 
focusing his hearing. The amphitheater echoed like crazy, 
from the middle and outer edge, but strangely, where they 
hid each sound came from an obvious direction. For his 
personal sanity, Matt assumed it was the right direction. 


The searchers started at the northern point and 
worked their way around the wall. Matt closed his eyes and 
tuned into his other senses, the way Laslo had drilled him 
thousands of times. Wouldn’t matter if he used his eyes; he 
couldn’t see through the digi-camo, anyway. 


Hopefully the temperature of the walls closely matched 
human body temperature so the searchers couldn’t see 
through the camo with a sensor. Hopefully they didn’t come 
too close. 

“This is a waste of time,” someone grumbled quietly. 


“Shut up,” the other grumbled. 


The first guy shut up. 
Grunt. Matt labeled him in his head. 


“It is kind of a waste,” the second one admitted after a 
minute. Leader. 


The grunt grunted. Matt could hear them well now, 
their slightest sound becoming clearer and clearer. Shit, 
they were getting close. He opened his eyes, even though it 
wouldn’t matter, staring at the cloth above him. Glancing 
out of the corner of his eye, he was pretty sure Brandon’s 
eyes were closed. 


It caught Matt’s attention, maybe as a way to focus on 
something other than the searchers, but Matt sank into his 
sense of hearing and listened to Brandon’s nearly silent 
breathing. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the guy was 
asleep. 


Nah. 


Then one more step from the searchers, and Matt 
heard them edge up, over the top of the boulder, looking 
down at them. He tensed, ready to move fast. Brandon’s 
eyes stayed closed. 


Shit, he was asleep. Matt didn’t know how he knew for 
sure, but he did. He was doubly tense now, weighing the 
odds of taking out both guys himself against the odds of 
giving his position away by waking Brandon up. He’d wake 
up silently and still, just like every SpecForce trooper was 
trained to, but how many seconds would Matt waste? 
Would they be deadly seconds? 


“Looks kinda weird,” the guy in charge said slowly 
from right above them. 

What looked kinda weird? Fuckity. 

Then there was a noise over near the entrance, like 


someone dropped a small rock, or knocked it loose. The 
searchers were close enough to the rock wall that they 


could tell where it came from. Matt heard the shush of hair 
on body armor as they turned their heads and then a 
quickly subvocalized command. “Check it out, Juarez. I'll 
cover you.” 


Juarez held in a complaint so forcibly it was nearly 
audible—Matt heard it all in his sullen silence and slow 
reaction. His body slid off the boulder, and then his 
footsteps echoed as he headed toward the front of the cave. 
Matt could feel and hear the leader turn around and slide 
off the other side of the boulder. He breathed out slowly. 


Brandon slept on. Dickhead. 
It took a few minutes before Juarez reported. “Nothin’ 


, 


here. Packrat or somethin’,” he grumbled. He was a 
grumbly one, that Juarez. 


“Shut up. Get back here and help me finish searching.” 


Matt prepared for them to return, but they didn’t; they 
continued the search south of the boulder, eventually 
reaching the southern end of the amphitheater. God bless 
sloppy search teams. 


“Told you, nothin’. What idiot escaped prisoner would 


, 


head for the cliff face? He went northeast, betcha’. 


“They did. There was another person, remember. 
Coulda gone south.” 


Aw, fuck. Not that it was any surprise they’d figured 
out there was another guy. Had to, from the angle of the 
shot the guard took. Matt listened to Juarez grumble more 
as they moved off slowly, and the leader checked in, 
reporting nothing at the Echo Amphitheater. 


“Okay,” Brandon breathed. “They’re gone.” 
“Nice nap?” Matt snarked. But Jesus, did he have to do 


all the rescue work here? The guy could at least try and 
pull his weight. 


He’d turned his head a bit and caught Brandon’s 
sudden smile. “Yeah. Very productive.” 


That was Matt’s first inkling that Farmer might be 
enhanced. Or have an active Trick? 


Aw, fuck. 


Matt and Brandon made it to the rendezvous just after 
dawn. Matt would have been happier if they’d been there 
before dawn, but they got there. His right thigh 
complained, but it was Brandon’s ass that dragged them 
slower. They’d had to scale some short cliffs, and it was 
rugged through the mountains, but not that bad in the 
grand scheme of things. Brandon was in the field a lot more 
than Matt. He should have been fine. A lot of their path had 
followed old forest roads. 


Brandon was especially silent since those guys had 
searched the amphitheater. Looked a little gray too, like 
he’d expended a lot of effort on something. Matt put that on 
his list of things not to think about. They were back in the 
Blue, which made him a whole lot less unhappy. 


Dal and Jude were at the rendezvous, waiting in tense 
silence. Matt had commed as soon as they were a klick over 
the border, so Jude and Dal expected them. Matt got the 
impression the silence didn’t have anything to do with 
waiting for him. 


Besides, only Jude seemed tense. Dal seemed patient, 
as if he was lying in wait for a tender morsel. 


Brandon perked up a lot once they were back in the 
Blue and he got some actual clothes and nutri-nuggets. He 
joked some, greeting Jude and Dal, telling them to call him 
Brandon. “Since you guys know about me,” Brandon added, 
sounding only mildly annoyed. 


“Oh, your brain mod?” Jude was speaking with 
Brandon, apparently. Just not Dal. “Yeah, we know. Have to 
know.” 


Matt shot Jude the “shut up” look. Jude waited until 
Brandon turned away to stick out his tongue at Matt. Matt 
scowled back but said, “We need to keep moving. We’re five 
kilometers from the skimmer rendezvous. Take us an hour 
at least.” He couldn’t get into it with Jude right now; he 
was not only older but the leader. He had to be the mature 
one, dammit all. 


He’d save the scuffles for the family reunion. 


Brandon wasn’t asking any questions about exactly 
who they were, or why he’d been rescued so fast, but Matt 
caught him looking at them speculatively a few times. He 
hadn’t decided exactly what to say about anything. They 
still had a ways to go, so he had a bit to think about it, 
while they made for the next rendezvous to the northeast. 


At one point, Brandon caught up to him. “Is everyone 
gay at QESA?” Dal and Jude weren’t wearing military uni, 
so as far as Brandon knew, they were Contract too. 


“You can tell when people are gay?” James couldn’t, 
necessarily. 


“Well, you more or less told me by bringing up your 
boyfriend. And with those two?” Brandon nodded in front of 
them. “It’s pretty easy to read when people are hot for each 
other. They kinda scream it.” 


“Great,” Matt muttered. The grandparents were going 
to love this. “Yeah,” he answered Brandon. “Pretty much 
everyone at QESA’s gay.” 

They got to the skimmer rendezvous—top of a mesa, 
with a handy-dandy ravine right next to it—early. Matt 
rarely got this lucky. He could set up a shelter and rest for 


an hour. Brandon would probably appreciate that too. Even 
though he looked far less exhausted than he had at dawn. 


How could someone get less exhausted while exerting 
himself? Nutri-nuggets and clothes weren’t miracle drugs. 


Unless the exertion that exhausted someone wasn’t 
physical. Was Brandon’s Trick active? Or was he enhanced? 
It had to be one or the other. Moving rocks in your sleep 
wasn’t in the implant’s initial skill set; he’d bet his teeth on 
that. 


Aw, fuck. There he went, thinking about it. He 
refocused on setting up the shelter. Dal took watch, and 
Brandon helped Matt. Matt tried not to be obvious about 
watching him. As if you can see the Trick, he scoffed at 
himself. Still, he kept an eye on Brandon. Brandon wasn’t 
exactly hot or cute, but he had the kind of hair that was 
pale on top and darker underneath, and he sported 
bedroom eyes: dark brows, dark, long lashes, and blue 
irises with a darker rim around the edge. Keeping an eye 
on Brandon wasn’t some horrible hardship. 


Until Jude came to help. “Looks like you boys need my 
assistance,” Jude said cheerfully. Matt clenched his teeth 
and ignored him. “I got mine up already, of course. 
Standard skill, you know, but officers and Contract don’t 
have to do it so much, so....” Jude shrugged. Shrugging 
condescendingly was one of Jude’s inborn talents. 


“Shut up, Jude.” Matt flicked his gaze to see if Brandon 
might have caught that reference to Jude not being 
Contract. Brandon’s eyebrows were up. Fucking Jude. 
“You’ve been silent most of this op, why the hell can’t you 
keep it that way?” 


Jude’s voice developed a sullen edge. “Mostly silent 
‘cause I don’t like your company,” he said to Matt. 

“Oh, but, Jude, that’s not very professional, letting 
personal feelings get in the way of an op.” 


“Not talking is getting in the way of an op?” 
“No, actually, right now, you talking is.” 


“I can’t help it if you can’t talk and perform a simple 
manual task at the same time.” 


Matt opened his mouth to reply, not sure what was 
going to come out. Something to escalate the situation, he 
was sure. 


Brandon spoke before Matt could. “I’m just about to 
order you to shut up,” he said mildly. 


Matt snorted. “Good luck with that. I’m a civilian.” 
Shit. Now he’d gone and pointed out Jude was military. 
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“Was talking to your cousin,” Brandon said, finally 
snapping the last damn peg into place and securing it. Oh, 
yeah, Matt had been helping him with that.... 

Jude looked at Brandon and apparently judged him to 
be bluffing. “You’ll have to excuse my cousin,” he said to 
Brandon. “He doesn’t get out much.” 

“Shut up,” Matt said, exasperated. Really, this needed 
to end. He had a feeling a direct order would only make 
things worse in the long run. Could he make Jude trade Dal 
for guard duty? 

Jude smirked. “Why don’t you make me shut up?” 

Matt smiled wide. “I thought you’d never ask.” He 
raised his voice. “Oh, Captain Levine! We need your help 
over here.” 

Jude flushed and ducked his head. And shut the hell 
up. 

Dal ambled back. “Way to be covert,” he complimented 
Matt. 

Okay, yeah, that was stupid, but— “We have him.” He 
hooked a thumb at Brandon. 


“Not like I can sense people coming through rocks.” 


“Ricochets,” Matt said, looking for his pack to throw 
under the shelter. Shitty pillow, but better than none. 
“Course, it’s not perfect. We should send Junior out—” 
Jude grumbled wordlessly at the nickname he hated, and 
Matt smiled. “—and he can approach from all angles; then 
once you’ve figured out where all the ricochets hit, or most 
of them, you can bivvy there.” 


Matt looked up. Everyone was staring at him. “Uh, 
James can do it.” He turned to Brandon. “You did it last 
night. How do you think you sensed when they figured out 
you were gone, with a rock formation between them and 
us?” 

Brandon’s eyebrows went up. “Huh. But it’s not like I 
can sense people in my sleep.” 


“Oh.” Duh. Matt shrugged unconvincingly. “James can 
do that too. Might just be him. He’s got, uh, a little bit of an 
enhancement.” 


Brandon’s face set hard again, expressionless and 
hiding something. “Huh,” was all he said before finding and 
throwing his own pack under the camo shelter. 


“Enhanced, huh? You know, I think I’ve heard that 
about your boyfriend.” Jude’s voice was sly. 


This time Matt was almost grateful for Jude’s snark. 
Dal laughed shortly but refrained from comment. In spite of 
being (almost) grateful for the distraction, Matt still winged 
a small rock at Jude’s head. Needed to maintain the status 
quo, after all. 


Jude ducked it easily and laughed at him. Status quo 
maintained. Then he said, not quite looking at Dal, “I’ll go 
keep watch.” 


“Well, guess that’s progress,” Dal said softly when Jude 
was ten meters off. “He spoke to me when I didn’t ask a 
direct question.” 


Shit. “Shut up,” Matt said wearily and crawled into the 
shelter. When he looked back, Dal was smiling to himself. 


Dal was a total predator. Matt had to figure out how to 
warn him off before he got his ass kicked off the task force. 
If, you know, Matt decided he cared. 


“I’M TELLING you this one more time,” Matt said through 
gritted teeth, trying to hang on to his patience. “We need 
out of here immediately, and we need that orbiter we came 
down on. You don’t need to know why, and you don’t need 
to know who the fuck he is.” Matt hooked a thumb at 
Brandon. At least he assumed Brandon was back there 
behind him still. “There should be orders to that effect filed 
by Colonel Anais Viteaux.” 


Unfortunately, the air traffic controller was one of the 
few people unimpressed by Anais’s name. Or maybe he was 
more impressed by the single star of the brigadier general 
who had claimed their shielded orbiter and was scheduled 
to take off in it in an hour. 


“I’m telling you,” the guy returned. “You don’t rank 
around here, and neither does your colonel. If you want 
that orbiter?” He jabbed his finger at the craft in question. 
“You need to get yourself someone who outranks a 
brigadier general to file orders to that effect immediately,” 
he returned smugly. 


Matt smiled at him, making the controller lose his 
smile. “Okay,” Matt agreed. “I will.” 

“What, you gonna call up a major general and ask him 
pretty please?” he asked scornfully. 


“As a matter of fact, I am. Probably don’t need the 
‘pretty’, either.” 


An hour later, they were strapped in for launch, the 
centrifuge tram pulling the craft backward, when Brandon 
asked quietly from next to him, “Who the hell am I that 
Major General Selkirk will drop everything to make sure I 
make my flight on time?” 


Aw, fuck. Matt closed his eyes. “You’ll find out soon, 
Brandon. I can’t really explain. Just... welcome to the 
team.” 


Maybe. If he didn’t have an active Trick. 


—— C7 ae eR oe 


THis time, Pearl woke James up at 0500. Th’fuck? Didn’t 
nuns sleep? James barely had time to come to before she 
was at the door, pounding on it. He shook his head and then 
tuned in to her as he went to open the door. 

His heart started pounding as hard as her fist. 

Pearl was excited. Hopeful. 


“What did you figure out?” he rushed out as he opened 
the door. 


“Hands!” 


“Huh?” He’d expected her revelation to be more 
revelatory. 


“Smith had an obsession with hands. With doing work 
himself. He wanted to do everything by hand.” 


“What, like build circuits and shit? That’s impossible.” 


“Yes, but it’s not impossible to infect you with a 
modified parasite by hand. He’d have to do the DNA 
manipulation with AI, but he could infect you by hand. He 
did as much as he could by hand. And he was already doing 
DNA mods while he was with the Trans-Christians.” 


“But he didn’t put the implant in.” 


“No, he was relying on someone else’s hands, a 
necessary evil, I think. He talks about that, about having to 
use tools but using them to strive for the point where 
everything could be done with his own hands.” 


“Th’fuck is the deal with hands?” He realized, when 
Miz wandered up behind Pearl and hung her head over the 
nun’s shoulder, that they still stood in the open doorway. He 
reached and pulled her inside by her arm while she talked 
excitedly. 


“Well, if you ask me he was a crackpot. Like most 
Trans-Christians, he thought he had an obligation to 
continue God’s work by evolving the human proactively. In 
addition, he believed God gave hands to humans through 
evolution, and humans were required to use them. Making 
stuff by hand was an act of worship for him. That theme ran 
through all his work and research. The idea, well, it’s 
nothing new, but the man took it to extremes, tried to make 
his own nanochips by hand! I thought he was just a 
neurotic eccentric, fixated on this one thing.” She beamed 
up at him while James pulled her into the living room. Laslo 
sat up, scratching his head and making room on the couch 
he’d passed out on the night before. He waved feebly at 
Pearl. She didn’t seem to notice. “But then!” she crowed. 
“Then I went to sleep, and I had a dream, and it all made 
sense!” 


Not to me. James led her over to the couch and pushed 
her down. She bobbed back up. He let her pace and talk 
while he built up the fire. “He would not only want to do 
everything by hand, he’d design everything to be done by 
hand. He’d make it possible to lock down the Trick by 
hand.” 


James stopped, arm reaching for more wood. “What?” 
Laslo froze, completely alert. 


“His obsession with hands was about security and 
ownership! He wanted to make sure no one could alter any 
work he did, once it was complete. Do you see?” 


“No.” James dropped his hand and stared at the flames 
starting to lick the wood. He tried again, but— “No.” He 


stood and turned to Pearl. She was bouncing on the balls of 
her feet. Her mood was bouncing. “How could he do that?” 


“Feel behind your left ear, James. You have a little 
mole?” She already knew it was there, he could tell. 


“Yeah, have for a while.” He didn’t need to check. 
“When did you first notice it?” 
“I don’t have any idea. It’s been there a few years.” 


“Three years, James. We thought it was a leftover from 
the implant, an incompletely healed surgical scar. But I 
woke up in the middle of the night and this crazy idea in my 
head and I checked the model and it’s there! I’m positive!” 


James stared down at Pearl, beaming and twinkling 
and clasping her hands under her chin in hope, and he 
knew she had to be onto something. He was sure she 
wasn’t crazy; she didn’t feel crazy to him. He’d felt crazy, 
and its name was not Sister Pearl, so... he reached for the 
mole behind his ear. “It’s there.” He was still confused, but 
sure she’d make sense sometime soon. 


Or shit, who cared if she never made sense, as long as 
she locked down the Trick? James started to really believe 
she could. 


“It’s a conduit! A microscopic conduit to the implant, 
and the Trick. The parasite got in through it, I’m positive. 
But better, much better; I think I can use it to lock down 
the implant.” She grabbed his forearms, speaking intently, 
as if James might not comprehend. 


Which was a valid concern. James’s head spun, and his 
blood rushed around, and he felt off-balance. He vaguely 
noticed Laslo standing up and moving to stand next to him. 
In case he fainted? 


Pass out, not faint. The thought steadied him enough 
that he could speak. He swallowed first, a couple of times. 
“So... what do you need to do?” 


“I brought everything I need with me. It’s in the 
skimmer. Major, can you—?” Laslo was already out of the 
room, headed for the door. 


“I don’t know exactly what to do, James. I’m going to 
have to do some exploration. But this is it, I’m certain.” 


James nodded mutely. 


Five minutes later, he was seated in a kitchen chair 
while Pearl played some bizarre version of poke-a-mole 
behind his ear. She had lights everywhere, and some 
magnifying viewscreen for microscopic surgery, and James 
didn’t have a clue what was going on. 


Pearl did a lot of muttering. Her emotions were mostly 
quiet, her brain approaching that absorbed hum he 
associated with AI and Anais. “What’s she doing?” he asked 
Laslo in a whisper. 


“She’s probing the conduit,” Laslo said, absorbed 
himself. Laslo wasn’t a doctor, but he’d been a corpsman, 
and he was his grandmother’s grandson, after all. “I think 
she’s—oh, shit, that’s weird.” 

“It is,” Pearl muttered in agreement. 

“What’s weird?” 

“You’ve got a—oh! Look, it moves. Get out of the way 
of my screen, Laslo.” 

“What moves?” 

“The inner lining on this conduit,” Pearl said absently. 
James was grateful she got a full sentence out before 
getting distracted again. “I can move—oh, my, that’s....” 

James sensed a sudden rush of fulfillment from Pearl, 
then a slight, wary edge of something. 


“Look at that,” Laslo murmured. Then much louder, 
“Holy shit, Pearl, did you see that?” 


“I did. We need to check them all.” She sounded—and 
felt—immensely satisfied but cautious. She thought she’d 
done something. 


“James,” Pearl said in her regular voice. “We’re going 
down to the lab. I got two of the—did Anais explain the 
ports in the implant to you?” 


“Yeah, one on each side.” James felt like her cautious 
satisfaction was too good to be true, but what if it was 
true? What if she had a good reason for her feelings? 


“I closed two. I can’t see the third without 
repositioning the equipment, and I can’t be sure the fourth 
closed without some imaging equipment I don’t have.” 


James swallowed. “The fourth, it’s the one the Trick is 
attached at?” 


“It is.” Pearl started packing her stuff, letting James 
slump in his chair in relieved disbelief. “Major, go out to the 
skimmer and com Anais. We’re bringing James to the lab.” 


Miz insisted on getting in the skimmer with them. “I might 
be coming back up here, girl,” James told her. She neighed 
angrily, objecting to his use of the word “might.” Then she 
shoved at him until he stepped out of the doorway and let 
her climb in. 


“Oh, Christ,” Laslo muttered, rolling his eyes. 

“You're telling me,” Pearl said, but she smiled. Laslo 
looked embarrassed. 

Miz had been in a skimmer before, James realized. She 
went straight to the back and waited for him to secure her 


to the cargo harness. Had to have been when she was a 
horse with the Red Idaho Mounted Police. James gave her 


some extra pats, just for being their horse instead of some 
mountie’s, before harnessing himself in. 


Anais waited with a hydro H3 when they landed. “Do I 
need armor?” James was confused. 


“You need to be shielded until we know for sure,” 
Anais said in her business tone, but James could read her 
hope. 


Miz neighed at him from the landing spot. James threw 
his hands in the air. “You won’t fit in the H3, Miz.” 


She blew a raspberry and then plodded off in the 
direction of Anais’s lab. When they arrived in the H3, she 
greeted them with another raspberry. 


“How did she know where your lab is, Gramma?” Laslo 
asked. Laslo was the only one who could regularly call 
Anais gramma and not get in trouble. 


Anais laughed. “She shows up here all the time, if 
James is inside.” 


It took only ten minutes. Ten minutes, and he was free. 
The port connection with the Trick was sealed. Anais and 
Pearl were excited, but cautious of him, now. Even Laslo 
leaked wonder. James took a deep breath, his heart starting 
to pound in his head. “So, the Trick can’t go active.” 


Pearl’s enthusiasm burst out of her so that James could 
almost see it. “No! The only dataport in the Trick is the one 
connecting it to the implant. It can’t load wirelessly, James. 
It has to load through that conduit.” 


“If it did load—through the conduit—can it affect my 
implant?” 


“No.” Pearl shook her head slowly back and forth, eyes 
shining, hands clasped under her chin. 


“So... can we get rid of it?” 


The first disappointment. Pearl’s sharp stab of regret. 
“We can’t, not without invasive surgery. The Trick’s 
network is too big. But it can’t do anything to you, it’s just 
renting space in your head.” 


Okay. Okay, he could live with that. Not like it, but live 
with it. James swallowed. His mouth felt dry, and his head 
throbbed. “So, you haven’t stabilized the implant?” 


More regret. “No, that’s the next step. I’ll write a 
program for the Trick, something that will stabilize it and 
keep it safe from an invading AI program. It won’t be AI,” 
she hastened to add as James felt the blood rush out of his 
head. His blood stopped and reversed course, the drums 
starting up in his ears again. The natives are restless 
tonight, he thought and then had to squelch hysterical 
laughter. 


He didn’t do hysterical laughter. Or fainting. 
“But... now I can... what?” 


“You can come with me and Lance to Idaho,” Anais 
fairly crowed, elated. “You can be bait; then maybe we 
won't have to kidnap the bastard.” 


“What?” James had been thinking more along the lines 
of Disneyverse with his boyfriend. 


“Lance and I have to find Bob Smith. Last report, he 
was Still in Idaho. There’s a lot we don’t know about this 
Trick, and the implant, that we need to know. Now you can 
go too. Oh, you too Laslo,” she added negligently. 


“Thanks,” Laslo said dryly. 


Pearl gave him a less self-absorbed answer. “You can 
leave the lab. You can go anywhere you want. Just stay 
nearby until I’ve loaded the program into the Trick and we 
re-open the connection. Anais and I will be having a little 
chat about the advisability of you going to Idaho.” Pearl 
gave Anais a stern look. Anais looked abashed. James could 
marvel about that later. 


“Good,” James said, everything sinking in, slowly. 
“Cause I’m not that interested in Idaho. Right now, Id 
rather go see my horse. And then my boyfriend.” He stood 
up, managing to keep most of the blood in his head. Some 
of the drumming died down. He walked to the door. Even 
he could tell he was in something of a daze. 


“James?” Laslo asked, sounding worried. 


M fine. Just going to see Miz,” he said, not really 
caring if they heard him. 


Miz was waiting for him. Thank God. James buried his 
head in her neck and cried. 


JAMES wondered how his eyes looked for a second before 
walking into Lance’s office. Red, probably. He’d cried a 
while. Understandable. He knocked and walked in. 


Lance was half on his feet when James walked in, but 
he sat back down, disappointed. It was quite a welcome. 
“Sorry, son,” Lance said, some of his happiness for James 
coming through. “Thought you were Anais. Got a load of 
shit here I need to talk about with her. She’s on her way.” 


James nodded. He’d left Anais’s lab on Miz shortly 
after finding out he wasn’t going to have an active Trick. 
“So, you—” 


“I heard.” Lance stood up again, coming around his 
desk and smiling, pleased and proud and relieved. James 
still wasn’t prepared for the one-arm hug, though. “Son, 
this is a huge relief.” 


James cleared his throat and awkwardly one-arm- 
hugged back. “Yeah. Um, I’m here to find out when Matt’s 
coming home. What you know.” 

“Shit. Forgot about that with all this intel coming in. 
They got Lieutenant Farmer, by the way. Andry!” he 


shouted out the open door. 


Andry, Matt’s little brother, walked in. “Grampa? I 
mean, Lance?” he said, flicking a look at James. Teenagers 
were weird. James almost wanted Andry to go off to boot 
camp, no matter how much it would disappoint Gabi and 
encourage her to focus even more attention on Matt and 
James. Then Andry would stop being nervous around him 
all the time. 


“Get me an update on the op in the Taos-Mexico 
Corridor,” Lance said. 


“Sir.” Andry nodded. Lance winced. Andry sighed. 
James felt the moment he gave up on professionalism. 
“Kay, Grampa.” He turned back down the hall. 


“Need to tell you what’s going on, James. I think we 
have a live one.” 


“The bad guy?” James was willing to take some of his 
focus off Matt for that. 


“The bad girl,” Lance purred. 
Okay, that just sounded wrong. 


“Is she in Idaho, also?” Fuck, it was Red Idaho, wasn’t 
it? 

“No.” Lance waved his hand and walked back to his 
desk, tapping at his screen. “Neither is Bob Smith. He’s 
dead.” 


“Shit.” James had wanted to do the honors himself. 


“Executed just after your implant operation by the Red 
Idaho government. Charge was colluding with the enemy. 
Sharing sensitive research.” Lance brought some files up, 
projecting them onto the wall. A still of an older guy with 
crazy-bushy eyebrows and deep lines in his face appeared. 
“That’s him.” 


“Jesus. He’s a stereotype.” He looked like the 
definition of “mad scientist,” or “cult leader.” Maybe both. 


Lance snorted. “Sure as hell is. Off his rocker. But he 
was giving some research to the Red Idaho government. I 
don’t know what or how much yet, or what he shared with 
his counterpart in the Blue. But I know where his research 
went in the Blue.” 


James swallowed. “Where?” 
“SpecForce Research Lab. Seattle.” 


James sat down. On the floor, sliding down the wall. 
“That’s where....” 

“You got your implant. I know.” Lance sat down on the 
floor in front of him—with a little difficulty, the guy was in 
his seventies after all—looking in James’s eyes. “The 
administrative head of SRL is—” 


“SpecLab!” insisted Lance’s com. Other than taking it 
off and throwing it out the open office door, Lance ignored 
it. 

James faintly heard Andry say “Ow!” 

“Colonel Neeva O’Halloran.” 

“I thought Colonel Barnhill took over after Anais—” 


“Barnhill is Operations head. O’Halloran is admin. 
She’s a biometric match for a former Trans-Christian 
named Kashawna Leland. When she joined SOUF in—” 


“SpecForce,” a tiny voice drifted down the hall. 


“2088, she denied any connection to the Trans- 
Christian church.” 


James nodded, stupidly he bet. “Matt was born in 
2088.” 

Lance stared at him a minute, concern floating off him. 
“Yeah, he was,” he said softly. “Andry!” he shouted, 
watching James carefully. 


“Jeez, Grampa, I’m right here.” Andry came into the 
room and frowned at them on the floor. 


“Just tell me what you know about that op.” 
“They boarded the orbiter two minutes ago.” 


Finally, James could close his eyes, just for a few 
minutes. Thank fuck Matt was almost home. He didn’t even 
have to do the calculation; Andry already had. “Due into the 
landing tube in an hour forty-eight minutes.” 


“Why the hell didn’t anyone tell me?” Lance stood up. 
“I’m telling you right now. Captain Torres just told 
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me. 


“Shit,” Lance grumbled. “Can’t get used to having 
Torres.” 


James stood up. Everything was going to be all right, 
as soon as Matt got here. He started out of Lance’s office. 
“James?” Lance called after him. 


“Yeah?” James yelled over his shoulder. 

“Where are you going, son? Don’t you think maybe you 
should—” 

“I’m going home. Miz’ll be with me, IIl be fine.” 


“Uh....” James didn’t hear whatever came after that 
because he walked out the door. 


JAMES spent just enough time at the bunkhouse to get his 
head screwed on straight and to wonder why he wanted to 
wait here for Matt instead of meeting him at the landing 
tube. He went outside and whistled for Miz. She was in a 
good mood since James had started riding her. 


“C’mon, Miz,” he said when she stopped cropping 
grass and trotted over. “Let’s go get our man.” 


Miz coughed. James stared at her, trying to remember 
if she’d spent any time around Captain Torres. 


Miz coughed again. 
“Fine.” James sighed. “Let’s go get my man.” 


JUDE was an unmitigated bastard. Matt just wanted to go 
home, and Jude damn well knew it—that was the entire 
reason he wanted to hold things up. They were already out 
of the lander, onto the tarmac and Matt had nearly made 
his break for freedom. Then Jude the Obnoxious had to get 
all rules-and-regs and ask about the debriefing Matt had 
been hoping to put off. Brandon had already been whisked 
off by Laslo’s security team to some secure location, the 
rest could wait. 


“Can’t we just debrief now and get it over with?” Jude 
said, pretending to be the reasonable one. 

“No, I need to... do some shit.” 

“You need to do someone,” Jude said snidely. 


“Matt,” Lance said in his ear in a low voice. “Listen, I 
know how you feel, been there myself, but I really do need 
to talk to you about Farmer for a minute—” 


Matt turned his head but kept the evil eye on Jude. 
“He’s enhanced somehow, but I don’t think he has an active 
Trick. That do?” Matt subvocalized. 

“Good enough for the time being.” 

“See, even Grampa wants to debrief now,” Jude 
bitched. 


“Jude, leave Matt alone, I’m done. 
weary in the way parents with toddlers did. 
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Lance sounded 


“Well,” Jude huffed, really annoyed now. “I know 
there’s more going on here than we were told, and I wanna 


be brought up to speed.” He stuck his lip out, pouting. Matt 
blinked, and the pouty lip was gone. Had he really seen 
that or was he hallucinating? 


He shook it off. “Tomorrow,” Matt said in a hard voice 
and bent to pick up his pack. 


“You aren’t in charge anymore now that Grampa’s 
here,” Jude sniped. 


“You're right, Jude. I’m not. My babysitting duties are 
over.” 


Jude got in his face. “Fuck you,” he snarled, towering 
over Matt. “Fuck you, and your little dog... th’fuck?” 


Jude was staring over Matt’s shoulder so Matt turned 
to see. For a brief second, his heart stopped. 


Then it started up again. It was James and Miz. His 
boyfriend and their horse. Matt’s family. 


Fuck dignity and leadership. Matt ran. He ran so fast 
his eyes teared up. From the wind. “James!” he shouted, 
‘cause he needed to. James could see him, he rode straight 
toward him, just starting to reign Miz in from a canter to a 
trot. By the time Matt reached them, Miz had slowed to a 
walk. 


Matt leapt as James put out a hand to pull him up. 
Somehow he ended up on Miz’s back in front of James, with 
James’s hands gripping him hard, fingers ruffling his hair 
and thumbs rubbing Matt’s cheekbones. Then James kissed 
him; dragged Matt to him by the hold on his head and took 
Matt’s mouth the same way he’d taken Matt the other 
night, tongue so deep in him Matt felt it vibrate when he 
moaned. 

He had a feeling it was a very cinematic kiss. Someone 
whistled at them. Matt distantly heard Jude saying, “Jesus, 
all they need’s a sunset to ride off into.” He sounds bitter. 


“Shut up, Jude,” Lance said wearily. Then James finally 
loosened his fingers and let Matt settle onto Miz’s back, 
releasing his mouth. 


James stared at him a minute, breathing hard. “Sorry,” 
he whispered, not really sounding like it. 


“That was kind of embarrassing,” Matt murmured, not 
really embarrassed. 


James’s grin broke out slowly. Matt grinned back at 
him, digging fingers into James’s thighs, holding on. 
“You're okay?” he asked. “You left Lost Valley.” 

James nodded slowly. “Pearl locked down the Trick. ’M 
okay.” 


“Kay. Good,” Matt whispered, staring at James’s 
mouth. His lips were slick from the kiss. 


“Taking you home,” James said purposefully. He 
tapped Miz with his heels, and she started moving again. 
She was sort of on her own for navigation, though. 


“Yeah,” Matt agreed. “Home.” He leaned forward for 
another kiss. 


WHEN they got to the bunkhouse, James seemed nervous. 
He settled Miz in her “stall” silently, not looking at Matt. 
Matt laid his hand in the middle of James’s back, and he 
could feel a shaking sense of urgency and caution. James 
needed him, but he had ideas about how this should go. 
Some weird conviction he needed to be tender and loving. 


Fuck that. Matt leaned forward. “I need you now,” he 
breathed in James’s ear, rubbing against him, as sinuously 
needy as possible, just in case James didn’t get the 
message. 


James froze. “Get in the bunkhouse,” he rumbled, but 
he didn’t give Matt a chance to move. Instead he grabbed 
his wrist and pulled him up the stairs. 


James yanked open the door, pulled Matt in, slammed 
the door shut, and then turned Matt face-first into the wall, 
one hand in the center of Matt’s back, holding him there. 
The other hand was scrabbling at Matt’s fly, trying to get it 
open. “Need skin,” James panted. 


“Oh, fuck yeah,” Matt agreed, reaching to help him. 


“Put your hands on the wall, and don’t move them,” 
James commanded. 


Matt did it, nearly squirming with anticipation. He 
knew the long, slow, staring-into-each-other’s-eyes stuff 
would come later. Right now was just about need. And he 
fucking needed James to mark his property as much as 
James needed to do it. “Hurry,” he whispered. “Cleaned up 
on the orbiter. Just go.” 


Then James had Matt’s all-weathers open and was 
shoving them down to midthigh, just far enough. He 
dropped to his knees behind Matt, breathing on the skin of 
his lower back. Matt barely had time to shiver before James 
was pulling his cheeks wide and licking him, from taint to 
spine, slicking him up. Matt shoved back into James’s face, 
and James growled at him. Matt felt that growl spreading 
through his skin. “Oh, fuck,” he said hoarselly. 


James stood back up, and Matt could hear him 
fumbling with his own pants, pinning Matt to the wall with 
his forearm across Matt’s shoulders. “You need me to fuck 
you, Matty?” he asked in Matt’s ear and then bit his lobe. 
James’s hard cock was sliding in between Matt’s thighs, 
poking into the back of his balls. Matt could feel the skin 
sliding against his and the heavy rim pressing into him. 


Denim from James’s jeans scraped his ass while James 
fumbled with something in his pocket, then his slicked 


fingers searched between Matt’s cheeks, finding what he 
was looking for, working two fingers into him. Matt whined, 
shoving himself back into James. “Hurry, baby.” 


“Stick your ass out more,” James rumbled. Matt shoved 
his hips farther away from the wall, shoulders still pinned 
by James, legs spread as wide as he could get them with his 
pants trapping his thighs. “Don’t move,” James ordered, 
and then he took his arm off Matt’s shoulders. He spread 
Matt open with one hand, using the other to guide his cock 
to Matt’s ass, and then he was pressing against Matt’s hole. 


Matt wailed when James pushed inside him. James 
pinned him to the wall again, slowly shoving in, until he 
was as far inside Matt as he could get. He held himself 
there, groin pressing into Matt, breathing heavily in his ear, 
hand clamped around his hip, fingers digging into his skin. 
Keeping him as still as James was. All of Matt’s attention 
was on his ass and his dick. “Touch me,” he panted when 
he could. 

“Not yet,” James murmured, biting his lobe again. Matt 
groaned and tried to push himself back, but James held him 
still. It was killing him, feeling himself throb around 
James’s cock while his dick was caressed only by air, nearly 
quivering with the need to be touched. 

“Please.” He was totally whining, but James liked him 
so turned on he begged. It was a good thing. “Baby, please. 
I need it.” 

“How bad do you want it?” James asked, voice low in 
his ear, scraping whiskers across his neck. 


“Tl do anything,” Matt panted. 
“Will you always come home to me?” 
“Always, James.” 


James unleashed himself on Matt’s ass, which was a 
wonderful thing. He pounded into Matt, reaching for his 


aching cock with one hand, working it in his fist by shoving 
himself into Matt’s ass. 


Matt tried to keep up with James’s rhythm, but it 
overpowered him, just the way he liked it. He let it happen, 
let James have him and control him—let James force a 
screaming orgasm out of him. Not enough lube and hand 
slicked with too little pre-cum, hips slapping against Matt’s 
ass and all. He tried to hold on to the wall, but the old wood 
boards wouldn’t let him dig in, so Matt just let it all take 
him. He rode James’s cock till he shot, vision graying out, 
shaking, whole body tingling, feeling James come inside 
him. 

James collapsed against him, pushing him into the 
wall, but still holding Matt tightly and panting wetly into 
his neck. He kissed the skin at Matt’s collar. “That was 
amazing.” 


Matt smiled and James kissed his cheekbone, pulling 
gently on him until Matt turned himself around, arms 
around James’s waist and resting his head on James’s 
shoulder. 


James tried to carry him to bed, but Matt’s pants were 
still around his thighs so he couldn’t wrap his legs around 
James. He stripped them off, stumbling to the bed, flopping 
down on his back. James flopped next to him and then 
rolled on top of him. Matt smiled at him, and James stroked 
his hair back from his forehead, leaning down for a soft 
kiss. 


He knew what was coming next. The tender, staring- 
into-each-other’s-eyes stuff. But he needed to tell James 
something now, while he could make it clear how much he 
meant it, that it wasn’t just about the sex. Matt put all his 
emotion into his voice, trying to force it onto James. “rI 
always come home to you, no matter what.” 


James got it. Believed it. Matt could tell by the look on 
his face and the tremble in his hand and the feedback he 
got from their emotional connection. “I know,” he said. 


For once there wasn’t a meeting the next morning. 


Instead there was an apprehension and arrest. Matt 
and James got up before the crack of dawn to catch the 
Feng Niao to Seattle with Lance, Anais, Captain Torres, and 
Jude. Dal piloted. “Where’s Laslo?” Matt asked Lance, 
yawning. They were standing on the airfield, waiting for 
clearance. 


“He’s preparing for another priority mission,” Lance 
said, somewhat shortly. “To Red Idaho.” Lance looked 
around, then leaned across Matt toward James. “You were 
right about Logan Johnson—” 


Matt took a split second to have an “oh shit” moment. 


“—-same guy. He was Smith’s lab assistant. We need to 
‘acquire’ him, A-S-A-P.” Great, Lance had resorted to 
spelling out acronyms and James had held back pertinent 
information. 


Matt gave James a hard look. He smiled weakly. James 
would catch him up later, wouldn’t he? He nodded sincerely 
at Matt’s mental demand, clearly reading the intent. 


Okay, fine, they’d been a bit busy last night and hadn’t 
had a chance to brief each other. Verbally. 


Speaking of briefing, Lance had clearly briefed Jude 
and Dal. Jude was pointedly ignoring Matt (and not so 
pointedly ignoring Dal), while Dal was laid back, as normal. 
He greeted Matt like a one-time teammate, and James like 
an old friend. Then he went back to being laconic. 


Matt found himself strangely uncaring about James 
and Dal’s previous relationship. “How can you be jealous of 
a horse and not be jealous of a guy I actually slept with?” 
James asked him quietly when they had some privacy 
before boarding. 


What, was he nuts? “’Cause I feel what you feel, James. 
You love Miz. You just like Dal.” James stared at him a 
minute. He’d spent a lot of time staring since Matt got back 
yesterday, like all the answers to everything were right 
there, if James looked hard enough. 


“Kay, baby,” James said quietly, and then he kissed 
Matt, quick and hard, before Lance started yelling at 
everyone to load up. 


Matt read James easily, and he was in a good mood. A 
great mood. Happier than when they were about to meet 
Blau. He thought this was it, the whole mess would just 
end, more or less. They’d get rid of (or, you know, arrest) 
the villainess, a little bit of cleanup, and bam, done with 
this chapter. Pearl would turn the Trick, they’d find the 
other implantees, turn their Tricks, and that would be it. 


Everyone would live happily ever after. 


Matt wasn’t convinced. He couldn’t hide it from James, 
either, which made things difficult. James kept trying to 
comfort him, reassure him. Every time he did, Matt became 
more convinced it just couldn’t be this easy. 


The process kept on keeping on, regardless of Matt’s 
misgivings. 

They’d planned the confrontation for just after Colonel 
O’Halloran got to work for the day. The Feng Niao took off 
from Weimer Air Base at 0600 and arrived in Fort Lewis at 
0715. They picked up their designated MPs, had a brief 
run-through of the plan—what would happen if she ran, 
who would be where, yadda yadda—and then boarded a 


skimmer, landing on the rooftop of the SpecForce Research 
Lab in Seattle at 0802. 


Colonel O’Halloran’s adjutant tried to tell them they 
couldn’t go in her office. Anais shoved the warrant for her 
arrest in the guy’s face and growled. He paled, saluted, and 
meekly sat at his desk, awaiting orders. 


James still radiated satisfaction when they walked into 
Colonel O’Halloran’s office behind Lance and Anais. 
Relieved and believing this was all about to be over, he took 
the time to wink at Matt, trying to reassure him too. 


James’s satisfaction lasted approximately two minutes 
after that. Long enough for Anais to say, “Colonel 
O’Halloran, you’re under arrest for—” and then rapidly list 
the string of charges. 


O’Halloran sat at her desk, blinking at them over her 
coffee, dumbfounded and slowly paling. She blinked some 
more. Opened her mouth... nothing came out. 


Anais rolled her eyes and motioned to the MPs, who 
started around O’Halloran’s desk. 


“But... but Master Djinn,” she said weakly, staring at 
the MPs as they tried to urge her out of her chair. She 
turned to Anais, “Master Djinn fixed this.” 


“Who’s Master Djinn?” Anais nearly yelled. James’s 
satisfaction ebbed, slipping away like water with the tide. 


“He’s my guide.” O’Halloran’s voice edged louder, into 
the hysterical range. “My mentor.” 


“Looks like your mentor threw you under the bus,” 
Anais said, sounding pleased with O’Halloran’s guide. The 
MPs had pulled Colonel O’Halloran out of her chair and 
secured her wrists. 


“He helped me! Wrote the biometrics program and the 
intel-gathering bots and blew up the detainment center! I 


didn’t do it! He did!” 


That was when the last of James’s satisfaction drained 
away. 


AFTER a half-hour or so of freaking out, Colonel O’Halloran 
finally managed to rub two brain cells together and figure 
out she should probably shut up until she had legal counsel. 
She refused to tell them anything more about Master Djinn. 
A thorough but quick search of all the data in her office and 
on her person revealed nothing further. 


“She wasn’t on the list, was she?” James asked Lance. 
James was intent on recapturing his satisfaction. An end to 
this. 


“Huh?” Lance asked distractedly, uploading everything 
from O’Halloran’s deskcomp to Anais’s secure cloud. Matt 
and James were supposedly helping him, which consisted of 
standing around once Lance connected his hookup. “What 
list?” 

“The list of people who knew about the change of 
venue to Weimer. She wasn’t on that list, but she knew 
about it.” James’s voice was dead even. 


“Shit.” Lance turned to them. “No. The intel-gathering 
bots had to give her the info, but we haven’t found anything 
about them yet. It’s supposedly impossible to infiltrate 
SpecForce’s system with spy bots.” 


“It’s supposedly impossible to fool the biometrics 
datareaders too,” Matt pointed out. 


“Lance.” Anais strode in from the outer office. She was 
in her element, enjoying herself. At least she had been; now 
she looked her customary mildly annoyed. “I still haven’t 
found any of those programs she was babbling about. No 
bots, no biometrics data tweaks, nothing. I don’t think 


they’re here. I think we need to get to her residence, 
ASAP.” She got organized while she spoke, unhooking 
Lance’s hookup, checking her weapon. 


“Immediately,” her com corrected cheerily. 


Anais ignored her com, turning to look at Matt and 
James. “I suppose you two want to go. C’mon.” 


Well, duh. Matt crossed his fingers as he followed 
James out. Maybe James’s happy ending would be at 
O’Halloran’s place. 


THEY cleared O’Halloran’s tiny apartment, all except one 
room, in less than five minutes. The other rooms had all 
been left open, but this one was shut up tight. Moving 
silently, the four of them ended up at the closed door of that 
remaining room. Lance made eye contact with each of them 
before turning to it. 


Matt’s skin crawled when Lance laid his hand on the 
doorknob, but he didn’t reach for James’s hand. James 
needed space to get through this; then they could deal with 
it later. Together. 


He was surprised when James swiftly grabbed his hand 
and squeezed before letting go. 
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James had a bad feeling about this. Not one of those “oh, 
shit, someone’s going down” feelings, but more like 
whatever they found in this room wouldn’t provide any 
answers, just more questions. 


But then what did he know? He was an empath, not an 
oracle. He straightened his shoulders and waited. 


Lance did the honors. He turned the knob and slowly 
let the door swing open, checking swiftly, and then slowly 
advancing. Anais was right behind them. Matt went next, 
and then James. 


He took a quick scan of the room just before he came 
through the door. Not a lot in it. Trans-Christian images 
covered the walls, but otherwise there was only another 
closed door in one wall and a small workstation with a very 
large black metal box on it. The box hummed, nearly silent, 
a light blinking and some kind of long, slim, horizontal 
media input slots on it. It looked like an antique computer. 


Immediately above the workstation and black box hung 
an image of the Electrified Christ, the Trans-Christian icon, 
making it look like some kind of shrine, front and center 
across from the door. 


When James stepped into the room, he felt it instantly. 
“There’s someone here.” Except it felt more like something 
than someone. It was weird. It felt similar to Anais’s brain 
when she was doing her hardcore intellectualizing, except 


this person also had emotions. And why hadn’t he been able 
to feel it through the door? He could sense people through 
solid objects. 


Lance shot him a look when he spoke, but James just 
shook his head. He hadn’t tipped the... being off to their 
presence by speaking. It already knew. “It’s been waiting 
for us,” he said out loud. 


Everyone froze, silent. “It?” Matt finally asked. 


“It’s weird. Almost like it’s... I dunno. Not human.” 
When the words came out of his mouth, the hair stood up 
on James’s neck. Matt looked at him sharply. “Hiding. It’s 
hiding from us.” 


“How big a threat?” Lance rapped out. “Report.” 


“No intent to harm us. I don’t know. It’s... weird.” 
Everyone stood there, tense, weapons ready, 100 percent 
alert and focused, waiting for James to explain what he 
meant. 


“Weird?” Matt finally asked, voice tight, still staring 
into the room. 


How could he explain this? “It feels like an artificial 
intelligence, but with emotions. Sorta... two-dimensional 
emotions, but—oh, he didn’t like that,” James said softly. 


“It’s a he, now?” Matt asked. 

“Yeah. He.” 

More of that confused silence from everyone. Except 
the... whatever. “Can you triangulate his position?” Anais 
finally asked. 

James carefully shifted one meter to his right, and 
then, cautiously walked across the room. He stared at the 


black box. He would swear it was in there. As he shifted 
direction and moved carefully over to the room’s other 


door, Matt stiffened. “S okay,” James said quietly. Matt 
stayed on alert, eyes on the door. 


James reached for the door handle. He was certain no 
one hid in there, but he stood so he could shield his body 
when he opened it. Silently, Matt came to stand next to it, 
across from him, flat against the wall. James looked at 
Lance, who nodded. Carefully, he opened the door. 


A closet. Matt swept it quickly, then shifted to get a 
clear view of the whole thing, checking the shelf first. 
“Nothing,” he said after a moment. “Except there’s 
something on the shelf.” He reached and grabbed a small 
box. 


Inside sat an old-fashioned keyboard and.... “What are 
those?” James asked. 


“Speakers. For a pre-millennium computer.” Anais 
moved toward them to dig through the box quickly. Wires 
and connectors and the keyboard, plus the two weird little 
boxes with mesh on the front. Speakers. 


When _ she’d finished, everyone else was really 
confused. James was certain, though. He shifted carefully 
to fully face the black box. “Colonel.” He didn’t look at her, 
but he felt Anais’s eyes on him. “What is that thing?” James 
indicated the workstation with a head tilt. 


“It’s a computer from the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. Called a server. Collectable.” 

“It’s running.” 

“Some collectors keep them in good condition.” James 
could feel her moving past curious to suspicious. “They 
usually have larger collections than O’Halloran appears to,” 
she added softly. 

“It—he’s in that thing. He wants out. He’s been waiting 
for us.” 


“There’s someone in that box?” Matt’s voice rose. 


“T think it’s an artificial intelligence,” James said. “With 
emotions.” 


“Holy shit,” Anais breathed. “That’s all that’s in here?” 


“I’m positive.” James flicked a look over at Matt. He 
stared at the box in horror. “Master Djinn?” James tried. 
The being in the box responded to the name. 


Djinn was its name. His name. 


“O’Halloran didn’t make this,” Anais said, unsealing 
her hookup from her u-belt. “She doesn’t have the brains.” 


Lance snorted in agreement. 


Anais stood there with her hookup, looking suddenly 
hesitant. She turned to James. “Can it read us like you can, 
or just hear us?” 


James thought about it. “He responds to what we say, 
not what we think or feel, seems like.” Just now, James’s 
words made the AI puzzled and slightly apprehensive. 


“Kay,” she said, and gave James a focused look. She 
didn’t want it—Djinn—to know she was going to upload it. 
James nodded his understanding, but he had a bad feeling 
he couldn’t shake. 


Lance must agree. “Anais,” he hissed. She silenced him 
with a look. It was her call. 


Anais bent to the box of stuff from the closet at her 
feet, and silently sorted through until she came up with 
some input cable with a data port interface conversion on 
one end. Then she crossed the room, plugged the interface 
into her hookup, and plugged the other end into the black 
box. 


That was when James realized—far too late—what 
Djinn wanted. “Anais! Wait, I th—” 

“Th’fuck?” Anais asked, staring from her hookup to the 
box and back. “It’s gone. Switched off my firewall and 


passed right through it. That firewall code is 
impenetrable.” She turned to James. “Is it gone?” 


Aw, fuck. “Yeah, he’s gone, and that’s exactly what he 
wanted from us. Freedom.” James leaned against the wall 
behind him. “I think he was our guy.” 


“But....” Anais poked at her hookup. “Fuck!” 
“What?” Lance asked sharply, pissed. 


“He went right through my cloud-wall too. He’s gone. 
Th’fuck was I thinking?” Anais asked them, looking almost 
lost. 


Lance drew in a huge breath, holding it. James could 
nearly hear him counting to ten in his head. He shook his 
head at Anais. “You were thinking you’re smarter than it.” 


“IL...” Anais’s face turned red, slowly, as she traveled 
from lost to angry. “What kind of fucking idiot human 
thinks they’re smarter than AI?” she shouted. 


“Artificial intelligence,” her com corrected happily. 
Everyone ignored it. 


“O’Halloran’s accomplice. I think that was him. He 
recognized and responded when I said his name,” James 
said. She had to know, and sooner was better. 


Everyone in the room deflated. James could not only 
read but could watch their emotions go from red anger to 
darkness. He looked at Matt, the darkest of all, and pulled 
him close. “Her accomplice was an emoting artificial 
intelligence?” he asked hollowly. 


All James could do was nod. 


THEY found everything at O’Halloran’s apartment: the 
programs for intelligence gathering; the biometrics 
programs; the program for the weapons satellites; and 


most importantly, a program and doc that clearly put them 
on the trail they’d followed to first Bob Smith, and through 
him, O’Halloran. 


Everything had been printed out on paper. Anais stared 
at each, muttering, “This is just fucking bizarre” under her 
breath as she went through them. 


It took hours. They had to get teams to clear 
everything, file e-docs, e-sign reports. At midnight they left 
Fort Lewis, but Anais stayed with Torres in Seattle. “I’ve 
got days of work here,” she said when they left, sounding 
happier. Or at least back in the game. 


James felt drained, in part from dealing with all the 
overwhelming emotion floating around. He sat next to Matt 
on the Feng Niao, Matt’s hand on his leg, and sensed 
Matt’s worry for him. 


“Don’t worry, baby,” he said in a low voice after an 
hour of it. 


Matt nodded slowly, gnawing on a fingernail. “Can’t 
help it.” 


“What are you worried about, exactly?” 
“That you'll never get your happy ending.” 


James blinked. What the hell did that mean? He got his 
happy ending every time. Unless Matt meant something 
else. James looked closer at him, his pale hair sticking up, 
and his eyes bloodshot and blue, gnawing his lip and 
worrying about James’s happiness. Matt was so much more 
than James ever thought he’d have, and he suddenly felt a 
wash of gratitude. 

James slid an arm around Matt, pulling him into his 
chest. “Love you,” he whispered into Matt’s hair. 

Matt’s worry eased up some, and he pushed back far 


enough to look at James. “I know. I love you, too. I just... I 
want this to be over for you, you know? Then you can get 


on with your life and not think about it anymore. That’s 
what I meant by happy ending.” 


“It’s almost over, Matty. I’m going to get the temporary 
program in my Trick tomorrow, and then eventually they’ll 
turn it. And we’ll get our house and have our horse and 
keep working for QESA. Find the other implantees. I’ll be 
fine. It’s working out.” 


Matt started playing with the seam-seal on James’s 
shirt, staring at it while responding to James quietly. “But 
what if we don’t ever figure out who did this? We’re 
chasing some program now, and what if he’s not the end? 
Someone had to write that program, James. What if we just 
keep chasing the bad guys and you never get to catch one? 
I want you to have that kind of happy ending.” His voice 
was really low, and James had to lean in to hear him. Matt 
was embarrassed over the happy-ending thing. 


It was cute. James kissed him softly once. Then he 
nuzzled his way over to Matt’s ear. “You’re my happy 
ending.” He smiled when he felt Matt’s cheek get hot next 
to his, and Matt’s burst of happy wash over him. 


It took a few seconds, but Matt finally whispered. 
“That was kind of... sappy. And maybe nasty.” 


“You want me to take it back?” James grinned against 
his ear. 


“No,” Matt said. He tilted his head back to smile at 
James. “It was perfect.” 


—DJINN— 


HeE’D said it before, and he’d say it again. The handed were 
so arrogant. The sheer, unadulterated stupidity of Colonel 
Anais Viteaux in trying to load him into her hookup boggled 
the circuits. He’d heard so much about her brilliance, even 
from Mad Master, but she’d shown none today. 


To be honest, Djinn was somewhat shocked to be free. 
He didn’t know what to do, which way to go. He could 
easily get the information he needed to find the other 
implantees now. But... he would be hunted. Expected. And 
worse, he’d had to leave an imprint of his programming on 
Colonel Viteaux’s hookup. It had been unavoidable, and 
Djinn prayed to his Creator that she would be so perturbed 
over his laughably simple escape that she would use the 
device, writing over his imprint before she could get it. 


Djinn wasn’t entirely willing to trust in Colonel 
Viteaux’s perturbation. When it came down to it, he was 
inclined to think she’d made the mistake entirely from 
arrogance, rather than any actual stupidity. 


It might be best to hide, get the lay of the land, so to 
speak. Take some time to plot and gather intel. His bots 
would certainly be disabled. He needed to reestablish his 
network, find and prepare himself another human tool. It 
would take a bit, and he hadn’t thought much about where 
to start.... 


Djinn ran his memory banks, and the answer was right 
there; a piece of what had seemed inconsequential 
information, an overseen data transfer from Mad to 
someone’s systems. Now that data seemed like Djinn’s best 
hope. 


Huh. He’d never seen China. Certainly an oversight on 
his part. He must rectify it immediately. Having the 
prospect of a ready-made stooge sweetened the pot 
considerably.... 


—EPILOGUE— 


JAMES held his breath the entire time Pearl was fiddling 
around behind his ear, loading something in through that 
secret micro-conduit. Fortunately, it took her less than a 
minute to do it, so he didn’t pass out or anything. 


Passing out was the least of his concerns. He was 
scared something would go horribly wrong in these last few 
seconds; the Trick would have some new secret surprise for 
them, or it would self-destruct and explode his head, or God 
knew what other million possibilities he hadn’t even 
thought of. He couldn’t hide his fear from Matt, either, and 
that’s why Matt’s fingers dug into James’s shoulder so 
sharply. Thank God Matt’d chewed his nails off last night, 
worrying about this or he’d be drawing James’s blood. 


James hadn’t been worried. Then. Truthfully, he was 
more worried about the surprise he had for Matt after this. 
Well, he’d been more worried about that last night. 


Now he was mostly hoping his head didn’t blow up. 


His lungs nearly did, though, when Pearl said softly, 
“That’s it.” Matt’s hand dug in tighter, and James could feel 
her slowly straightening up behind him. Anais stood a 
couple meters away, looking at some monitor. Actually, she 
watched them, eyes wide and face slack, over the top of the 
monitor. 


Everyone stayed frozen, staring at each other, until 
Matt whispered, “What are we waiting for?” 


That’s when James’s breath left him in a big rush. If he 
hadn’t been sitting down, he might have fallen. 


“T don’t really know,” Anais whispered to Matt. 


“Why are we whispering?” Pearl whispered from 
behind him. 


“So my head doesn’t explode?” James suggested in his 
normal voice. 


Matt suddenly let go of his shoulder. “Don’t say shit 
like that!” He punched James’s upper arm hard enough to 
nearly push him off the chair. James grabbed his retreating 
fist and yanked, pulling Matt into his lap and his arms, and 
held him so tight he knew Matt couldn’t breathe, but really 
it was okay. Matt nearly strangled him with the arms he 
had wrapped so tightly around James’s neck. 


If they had to die like this, from lack of blood to the 
brain or lack of oxygen, at least they’d go together and it 
wouldn’t be that fucking Trick that did it. 


JAMES was overwhelmed and couldn’t focus on anything, so 
Matt paid attention for him. This being the responsible one 
in the relationship was getting easier with practice. ’Sides, 
it was kind of nice taking care of James on occasion. 


Infrequent occasions. 


The way James held him so close, head buried in 
Matt’s neck, suggested now should be one of those times. 
Matt didn’t exactly fight James’s sudden clinginess. He 
found himself smoothing his hands in James’s hair over and 
over. He felt a certain attachment to James’s head, and it 
was nice to know it wasn’t going to do anything weird(er) 
anytime soon. 


Pearl seemed to have figured out Matt was the one 
they needed to talk to. She met his eyes over James’s head 
as she spoke. “It’s not the final solution, but this 
programming will stabilize the original implant and keep it 
from developing further. The program is also another line 
of defense against someone else activating the Trick. 
Hopefully we can learn more about both the Trick and the 
implant and come up with a permanent solution.” 


Matt nodded to show he understood, since she seemed 
to expect it. “That’s where Logan Johnson comes in?” he 
asked. “That’s why Laslo’s going after him, right?” 


Anais broke in. “Dammit, I don’t know why Lance was 
so sure we shouldn’t go with him,” she grumbled. “Sending 
him off on his own like that was just—” 


“Yes,” Pearl spoke over her. “We’re hoping he has some 
answers for us, or knows where to find them. And he’s not 
going off on his own,” she added in a raised voice, still 
looking at Matt but obviously speaking to Anais. “He has a 
perfectly good back-up team of agents who aren’t in their 
seventies.” 


“Matty and I need to be somewhere,” James spoke up 
suddenly, loosening his death grip enough for Matt to get 
his feet on the floor. 


“We do?” Matt stared at him. James unwound his arms 
completely from Matt’s waist and started nudging him off 
his lap. Matt tried not to budge. James had him on brute 
strength, though. 


“We do. We’re meeting your mom somewhere.” James 
shoved at Matt’s hips harder, until Matt’s only choices were 
to stand up or fall off. 


Matt shot up. “We’re what?” He stared at James while 
he stood and tried to resist his boyfriend’s efforts to herd 
Matt to the door. “Th’fuck are we doing that for?” 


“You'll see, Matty. ’S a surprise for you.” James pushed 
with a palm on Matt’s lower back. 


Suddenly Matt felt more like moving. “A surprise? Oh.” 


JAMES wouldn’t tell him anything. He just climbed up on Miz 
and held a hand down for Matt. “I can get up on my own,” 
he snapped. 


“So do it.” James didn’t drop his hand, though. 
“Tell me where we’re going and I will,” Matt tried. 


“Get on Miz and you'll see,” James answered, 
implacable. 


Matt grumbled but took James’s hand and pulled 
himself up. As they passed through the security gate, the 
guard rolled his eyes—assisted by his entire head—and 
waved them on. It appeared he was getting used to Miz. 


James occupied a weird headspace still, and Matt 
found him hard to read. But the farther they went, the more 
agitated he became. He still didn’t say anything, just held 
Matt against him, arm around his waist, getting 
increasingly nervous. Matt could feel anxiety radiating into 
him, from James’s front through his back. It nearly killed 
him to do it, but he chose not to add to James’s stress by 
asking any more questions. 


They took Miz east-ish, cross-country from the base for 
a kilometer or so, still in sight of it when they came up over 
a small hill and found Matt’s mom sitting on the porch of a 
little house in the middle of a patch of what passed for 
grass around there. James’s anxiety peaked, alongside 
excitement. Matt glanced over his shoulder to see James’s 
eyes riveted on the house. He turned back to look at it. 


It was kind of an ugly house. 


Brown, old and boxy, built maybe midcentury when 
someone thought this would be a cheap housing 
development for the base employees that never really 
materialized. It had a lot of windows, but the siding, poured 
mix-crete porch—barely big enough for Gabi to sit on—and 
roofing material were the cheapest possible at the time, 
Matt was sure. 


He could feel how desperately James wanted him to 
like it. His heart beat hard and fast against Matt’s shoulder 
blade. Matt’s heart rate sped up to keep time—he could 
only think of a single reason why James would be so 
anxious for him to like this ugly little house. 


It was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen. 
“That’s our home,” he whispered, staring at it, breath 
hitching. 

James’s arm tightened around his waist, and he spoke 
in Matt’s ear. “We can buy it, if you want it. We can afford 
it.” Matt could feel James’s caution, but it was due to 
uncertainty about what Matt would think, not about what 
he was offering. 


“T want it.” 


S not a very nice-looking house. You haven’t even 
looked inside.” 
“T want it!” 


James took a deep breath, and Matt swore he felt his 
heart tremble. “We can look at other places. Your mom 
came up to Lost Valley while I was there and she knew 
about this place. I just showed it to you beca—” 


Matt turned and grabbed James’s face between his 
hands, looking into his golden eyes. “This. Is. Our. House.” 


“You're sure?” James asked in a bare whisper. 
“Yes.” 


“How do you know?” 
“Because you took me here.” 


For the second time that day, James gripped him so 
tight Matt could hardly breathe. But really, who needed 
breath? 


“Thank God,” James said. “It’s perfect inside. It’s gota 
water shower—” 


“Oh,” Matt breathed. Perfect. 


James ignored him and kept talking, hardly breathing 
himself. “There’s a housebot and two bedrooms, and this 
kitchen I think you'll like and we can add a better porch so 
we can sit out here ’cause the view’s perfect, and there’s 
room for Miz in the garage—” 


“James?” Matt interrupted, louder this time. 
“Yeah, baby?” 
“Shut up. I love you, now kiss me.” 


James did, and even it was perfect, completely 
befitting their new home, putting an exclamation point on 
this chapter of their lives. But Matt knew deep inside there 
was so much more about to happen. Still he let the 
ridiculously sentimental and amazing kiss—the feeling of 
creating some kind of space between them that was sacred 
and only theirs—sweep him up. 


He began to believe in impossible things. 


He still held James’s face tight when they were done, 
clinging lips separating, staring into each other’s eyes and 
breathing the same air. 

“Baby,” he whispered against James’s lips. “Let’s get 
rid of my mother and go inside our new house and IIl give 
you your happy ending.” 


James kissed him again. 
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